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Abstract 

 
Developing appropriate management plans for species at risk requires information about their 

population structure and abundance. For most cetacean populations, few reliable population 

estimates are available and even fewer distributions have been mapped. Accurate abundance 

estimates can be determined from capture-recapture data if assumptions are met, however this 

can be difficult when the animal in question demonstrates both strong site fidelity and large-scale 

migrations, and different models can result in dramatically different results.  

I explored these issues by examining a 15-year dataset (1992-2006) of photo-

identifications of humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) in British Columbia (BC), 

Canada. I used multiple capture-recapture models to compare how the definition of population 

and variation in effort affected estimates of population size, and I explored means to correct for 

these biases. I also considered stock structure by examining individual breeding ground 

destinations, movement, and localized site-fidelity within BC. 

Across the six models considered, the BC humpback whale abundance in 2006 ranged 

between 1,428 and 3,856 individuals. The Lincoln-Petersen estimate (1,428-1,892) likely best 

described the number of humpback whales in BC during summer 2006. The effort-standardized 

Jolly-Seber model (1,970-2,331) is more representative of the larger population of humpback 

whales that uses or passes through BC over multiple years. Ultimately, selecting the best 

estimation model requires defining the ‘population’ of interest and accounting for spatial and 

temporal distribution of sampling effort. 

British Columbia provides feeding habitat and a potential migratory corridor for whales 

that breed in the northeastern Pacific Ocean. Forty-four percent of the 1,986 humpback whales 

considered were sighted in BC in more than one year. Identifications were highest from May to 

October, with a peak in September, but humpback whales were present in BC in all months of 
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the year. Whales showed strong site fidelity with a median re-sighting distance of 75 km 

between years, and a maximum re-sighting distance that ranged from 0.41 km to 842 km. 

Matching rate within BC decreased as a function of north-south distance, though no clear north-

south boundary could be established. Stock structure of humpback whales in British Columbia is 

complex and should be considered in managing this population.  



 iv 

Table of Contents 

Abstract.......................................................................................................................................... ii 
Table of Contents ......................................................................................................................... iv 
List of Tables ................................................................................................................................vi 
List of Figures..............................................................................................................................vii 
Acknowledgements ....................................................................................................................viii 
Dedication ..................................................................................................................................... ix 
Co-authorship Statement ............................................................................................................. x 

1 General introduction: The history of humpback whales in the North Pacific and 

specifically, the population that resides in British Columbia, Canada. ................................... 1 

1.1. Introduction..................................................................................................................... 1 
1.2. Background ..................................................................................................................... 1 
1.3. Methodology ................................................................................................................... 5 
1.4. Overview......................................................................................................................... 6 
1.5. Bibliography ................................................................................................................... 8 

2 Implications of model choice for estimating the abundance of cetaceans based on 

photographic identifications: comparing multiple population estimates for humpback 

whales in British Columbia, Canada......................................................................................... 12 

2.1. Introduction................................................................................................................... 12 
2.2. Methods......................................................................................................................... 15 

2.2.1. Humpback whale database........................................................................................ 15 
2.2.2. Photo-identification analyses .................................................................................... 16 
2.2.3. Model assumptions for estimating cetacean abundance ........................................... 18 
2.2.4. Modifications made to the models ............................................................................ 21 

2.3. Results........................................................................................................................... 22 
2.4. Discussion ..................................................................................................................... 22 

2.4.1. Effects of spatial and temporal variation in effort on abundance estimates ............. 23 
2.4.2. Selecting the appropriate model................................................................................ 25 
2.4.3. Open versus closed models ....................................................................................... 25 
2.4.4. Defining the population of interest ........................................................................... 27 
2.4.5. Offsetting common violations and putting the numbers in context .......................... 28 
2.4.6. Conclusions and recommendations........................................................................... 30 

2.5. Summary ....................................................................................................................... 32 
2.6. Bibliography ................................................................................................................. 33 

3 Site-fidelity and small-scale movement of humpback whales in British Columbia, 

Canada ......................................................................................................................................... 37 

3.1. Introduction................................................................................................................... 37 
3.2. Methods......................................................................................................................... 39 

3.2.1. Photo-identification dataset....................................................................................... 40 
3.2.2. Seasonality ................................................................................................................ 40 
3.2.3. Inter-annual site-fidelity............................................................................................ 41 
3.2.4. Within BC population structure ................................................................................ 42 



 v 

3.2.5. Breeding ground migrations ..................................................................................... 42 
3.3. Results........................................................................................................................... 43 

3.3.1. Sighting frequency .................................................................................................... 43 
3.3.2. Seasonality ................................................................................................................ 43 
3.3.3. Inter-annual site-fidelity............................................................................................ 45 
3.3.4. Within BC population structure ................................................................................ 45 

3.4. Discussion ..................................................................................................................... 47 
3.4.1. Inter-annual site-fidelity and population structure within BC .................................. 47 
3.4.2. Breeding ground differential in northern and southern BC ...................................... 48 
3.4.3. Connections with feeding grounds to the north and south........................................ 49 
3.4.4. Conclusions............................................................................................................... 50 

3.5. Summary ....................................................................................................................... 50 
3.6. Bibliography ................................................................................................................. 52 

4 General conclusions ............................................................................................................ 56 

4.1. Abundance Models ....................................................................................................... 56 
4.2. British Columbia Stock Structure ................................................................................. 56 
4.3. Strengths and Weaknesses ............................................................................................ 57 
4.4. Future Studies and Conclusions.................................................................................... 58 
4.5. Bibliography ................................................................................................................. 60 
 
 



 vi 

List of Tables 

Table 2.1.  Previous mark-recapture abundance estimation studies of humpback whales in the 
eastern North Pacific..................................................................................................................... 15 

Table 3.1.  Humpback whale matches made between sightings in British Columbia, Canada 
feeding areas from 1992-2007 and North Pacific breeding areas from 2004-2006...................... 47 



 vii 

List of Figures 

Figure 2.1.  Exponential increase in number of days identification photographs were taken and 
number of humpback whales identified in British Columbia, Canada from 1992 to 2006.   ...... 17 

Figure 2.2.  Locations of photo-identified humpback whales, showing variation in spatial effort 
from 1992 to 2006 in British Columbia (BC), Canada. ................................................................ 17 

Figure 2.3.  Abundance estimates derived from six models, for humpback whale abundance in 
British Columbia, Canada in 2006................................................................................................ 24 

Figure 3.1.  Geographic location of humpback whales photographically-identified in British 
Columbia (BC), Canada between 1992 and 2007......................................................................... 41 

Figure 3.2. Division of BC into five subcategories for breakdown of breeding ground 
destinations. .................................................................................................................................. 43 

Figure 3.3.  Number of years that individual humpback whales were identified between 1992 and 
2007, out of 1,986 uniquely photo-identified individuals in British Columbia, Canada.............. 44 

Figure 3.4.  Seasonal representation of number of days where an identification photograph was 
taken (effort days), cumulative number of individual humpback whale identifications obtained in 
British Columbia, Canada between 1992 and 2007 in each month, and identifications per unit 
effort.............................................................................................................................................. 44 

Figure 3.5.  Maximum distances recorded between inter-annual re-sightings of humpback whales 
in British Columbia, Canada between 1992 and 2007.................................................................. 46 

Figure 3.6.  Proportion of humpback whales observed in 0.5° bins below specified latitude that 
match to whales observed above 54° in British Columbia, Canada between 1992 and 2007. ..... 47 



 viii

Acknowledgements 

I would like to start by saying how fortunate I have been to have such excellent scientists as co-

supervisors, Dr. John Ford and Dr. Andrew Trites. I thank Dr. Ford for taking me on as a 

Masters student, and providing me with financial support, years of rigorously collected data, and 

his many years of marine mammal expertise. Dr. Trites has been a constant source of motivation 

and moral support, as well as a brilliant sounding board and editor. To my third committee 

member and teacher, Dr. Carl Walters, I thank you for making me a better scientist and teaching 

me to always question. I would also like to thank all of the students at the UBC Marine Mammal 

Research Lab for making it such a friendly, easy place to work. 

This thesis is the direct result of years of work put in by the staff and volunteers at the 

DFO Cetacean Research Program, my friends in the “seal hut”. In particular, I extend endless 

thanks to Lisa Spaven, Melissa Webb, Robin Abernethy, Hitomi Kimura, and Christie 

Macmillan for their super-star skills at matching nicks and scratches for hours at a time, and for 

their friendship. I also extend a world of thanks to Danika Kleiber, for editing countless drafts, 

and for warm soup on cold ‘R’-woe days. 

To my parents, Sheila and Frank Rambeau, who have believed in me and supported me 

without question, my entire life. Thank you for always being there. 

And mostly, to Rob Ahrens. In so many ways, this thesis would not have been possible 

without you. You are an exceptional teacher, an inspiration to your friends and colleagues, and 

the most capable man I have ever known. I am so very, very lucky.  



 ix

Dedication 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

To Susanne Pokotylo 
 

For helping me find the courage to lose sight of the shore 
 

 



 x

Co-authorship Statement 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This thesis was prepared using data collected by Fisheries and Oceans Canada’s Cetacean 
Research Program under the design and direction of Dr. John K.B. Ford. All data analyses and 
manuscript preparation is the work of Andrea L. Rambeau. Editorial and supervisory assistance 
was provided by Dr. Andrew W. Trites.



 1 

1 General introduction: The history of humpback whales in the North 

Pacific and specifically, the population that resides in British Columbia, 

Canada. 

1.1. INTRODUCTION 

Over the past century, anthropogenic actions have resulted in many species suffering dramatic 

declines in population size (e.g., Ricciardi and Rasmussen 1999, Ceballos and Ehrlich 2002, 

Pounds et al. 2006). Whether or not a species can recover after severe depletion is a key question 

not only in terms of conservation efforts, but also in regards to how this process will affect 

ecosystem function over time (Ferson and Burgman 2000). Tracking population numbers over 

time can suggest whether the population is able to return to historic levels, or if the ecosystem 

has changed sufficiently to support a stable but different population density (Holling 1973). 

However, understanding the ecological factors involved in species’ recovery first requires a 

comprehensive understanding of the population at stake, its life history parameters, and the 

factors that affect these (e.g., Hilborn and Mangel 1997, Krebs 2001).  

For many cetacean populations, few reliable population estimates have been obtained, 

mostly due to the numerous logistical difficulties in censusing marine mammals (Thompson and 

Mayer 1996), as many species are fast-swimming, wide-ranging, and spend much of their time 

underwater (Mann 1999). My study aims to fill some of the critical knowledge gaps concerning 

the population of humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) that utilize British Columbia 

(BC) waters for summer feeding. 

 
 

1.2. BACKGROUND 

Commercial whaling in the early 1900s depleted many of the world’s cetacean populations, 

several of which are now listed as threatened or endangered (Perry et al. 1999). In BC, this 
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source of mortality ended in 1967 due to local stock depletion and a reduced market for whale 

oil because of increased commercial competition from vegetable oil (Gregr et al. 2000). After 41 

years of hunting reprieve, there is some evidence of population growth in certain species (e.g., 

humpback whales, Calambokidis et al. 2008), while others are still viewed as being at severe risk 

of extinction (e.g., North Pacific right whales, COSEWIC 2004). Although hunting is no longer 

considered a threat, ship strikes and new marine activities associated with future oil and gas 

exploration may pose a risk to many whale species (e.g., Aplin and Elliott 2007).   

Humpback whales are medium-sized baleen whales that display a cosmopolitan 

distribution, inhabiting all of the world’s major ocean basins (Johnson and Wolman 1984). As 

with many whale species, they have a history of commercial and subsistence hunting throughout 

the world. Their pre-exploitation global population may have numbered over 120,000 whales 

(Johnson and Wolman 1984). Between 1904 and 1938, approximately 71,000 humpback whales 

were killed in the Southern Ocean alone (Chittleborough 1965, Perry et al. 1999). The 

International Whaling Commission (IWC) banned commercial hunting of humpback whales in 

the North Atlantic in 1955, in the Southern Hemisphere in 1964, and in the North Pacific in 1966 

(Best 1993). By that time, global abundance was reduced by as much as 90-95% (Johnson and 

Wolman 1984).  

Considerable uncertainty exists concerning the current global abundance estimate for 

humpback whales. Estimates for the 1980s and early 1990s suggest a minimum global 

abundance of roughly 38,000 individuals divided across the North Atlantic (10,600, Smith et al. 

1999), Southern Hemisphere (20,000 south of 30°S, Butterworth et al. 1993) and North Pacific 

(6,000 – 8,000, Calambokidis et al. 1997). However, even considering only those stocks which 

have been assessed in some detail, summing up the 1990s estimates provided by the IWC 

(2007), produces conservative minimum global estimates that are closer to 54,000-75,000. 

Furthermore, many populations seem to be increasing, and the most recent (2004-2006) 
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abundance estimate for humpback whales in the North Pacific has risen considerably, to 18,302 

individuals (Calambokidis et al. 2008). 

Prior to the start of modern commercial whaling in 1905, the humpback whale population 

in the North Pacific was estimated as stable and near carrying capacity with 15,000 individuals 

(Rice 1978), although this estimate was based on whaling data which may have been inaccurate.  

During the span of industrial exploitation, from 1905 to 1965, about 28,000 humpback whales 

were killed in the eastern North Pacific (Rice 1978). This depleted the population to roughly 

1,000 - 1,600 individuals (Gambell 1976, Rice 1978, Johnson and Wolman 1984), although the 

estimation methods used are also considered uncertain and of questionable reliability 

(Calambokidis and Barlow 2004).   

 There are two distinct populations recognized in Canada, the western North Atlantic 

population off the east coast, and the North Pacific population off the west (Baird 2003). The 

range of the Canadian North Pacific population spans inshore coastal inlets, continental shelf, 

and offshore waters off the west coast of British Columbia, from Washington to Alaska. As seen 

in other feeding areas, humpback whales in BC are distributed in unstable, highly-aggregated 

groups, which likely reflects both the patchy, mobile distribution and abundance of their prey 

(Whitehead and Carscadden 1985, Piatt et al. 1989, Payne et al. 1990), as well as the absence of 

predation (Clapham 1996). Those humpbacks sighted in Canada make up only part of the larger 

North Pacific population of humpback whales, though little is currently known about crossover 

with United States waters to the north (Alaska) or south (Washington).  

Gregr et al. (2000) analyzed BC’s coastal whaling records from 1908 to 1967, providing 

the following insights into the historical distribution and seasonality of humpback whales in this 

region. The humpback whales’ coastal distribution (Johnson and Wolman 1984) made them the 

easiest targets for coastal whaling stations, and BC whaling stations killed at least 5,638 

humpback whales between 1908 and 1967. Catches were very high in the early years (1905-
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1913), peaking in 1911 with 1,022 animals killed. The majority of humpback whales were taken 

by whaling stations off the west side of Vancouver Island, but catch numbers dropped 

precipitously by 1917, after which humpback whales never again made a large contribution to 

total BC whaling catch. Distance between the nearest coastline and the point of capture increased 

significantly between 1948 and 1967, suggesting a disappearance from nearshore waters by the 

end of commercial whaling. Seasonally, the number of humpback whales killed increased from 

spring to summer, peaked in August, and then decreased into fall. BC catches dropped off earlier 

than subsequent depletions in California and western Alaska, which suggests that BC may have 

been home to a distinct “subpopulation” reaching to at least 54°N, though whether its range 

extended into southeastern Alaska remains unknown. Humpback whales also inhabited the Strait 

of Georgia and Barkley Sound (Webb 1988) though animals in these areas were extirpated early 

in the 1900s. 

Sightings of humpback whales off BC were rare in the 1980s (Whitehead 1987), but in 

recent decades, they appear to be recovering. Williams and Thomas (2007) estimated a 2004-

2005 abundance of 1,310 (755-2,280) humpback whales in BC’s inshore waters, and the most 

recent combined estimate (2004-2005) for southeastern Alaska, BC, and Washington is 3,200-

5,400 (Calambokidis et al. 2008). Humpback whales in Pacific Canadian waters have yet to 

repopulate all of their former BC range (Baird 2003) and as a result they are currently listed as 

threatened on Schedule 1 of Canada’s Species at Risk Act (SARA) (Species at Risk 2003). No 

formal assessment of abundance has been done for BC’s humpback whale population. 

Although there are many feeding sites in the North Pacific, photo-identification studies and 

mitochondrial DNA analyses have shown that whales have strong feeding site fidelity (Darling 

and McSweeney 1985, Baker et al. 1986) and that there is little interchange between whales 

from different feeding grounds (Calambokidis et al. 1996). The American component of the 

North Pacific population has already been subdivided into separate “stocks” based on feeding 



 5 

site fidelity (Angliss and Outlaw 2005). Only minor attempts have been made to match small 

collections of whales in BC (<93), with those seen in either Washington or Alaskan waters 

(Darling and McSweeney 1985, Calambokidis et al. 1996, Calambokidis et al. 1997) and very 

little interchange was observed. However, no formal attempt has been made to determine the 

current BC population stock structure, and a large-scale comparison of the existing catalogues 

for these regions has yet to be performed. 

If the population of humpbacks using BC waters is indeed composed of smaller-scale 

“feeding stocks”, as seen in other parts of the North Pacific, this would suggest that protecting 

and monitoring only certain known feeding areas may be insufficient for this population’s long-

term recovery. Understanding the fine-scale movement patterns of humpback whales within BC 

waters, and formally identifying whale critical habitat under the SARA, will aid in developing 

future management plans and may be integral to the recovery of cetaceans along the BC coast.  

1.3. METHODOLOGY 

Whale behaviour and distribution are often associated with complex coastal topography; as such, 

traditional census methods such as line-transect surveys become increasingly difficult for coastal 

cetacean species (Williams and Thomas 2007). Photo-identification of individual whales from 

natural markings is a widely used and unobtrusive means of performing ‘capture-recapture’ 

analyses, where photography is used as the method of tagging and re-sighting individuals. This 

technique is applied to humpback whales by examining the distinctive markings on the ventral 

surface of their tail flukes and the uniquely scalloped pattern of the trailing edge (Katona et al. 

1979, Katona and Whitehead 1981). Statistical analysis of these ‘tagging’ programs can then be 

used to determine population abundance, seasonal distribution, migratory destinations, site 

fidelity, and other essential baseline biological data.  
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Photo-identification studies have been used in Canada and across the globe to document 

and analyze the abundance and distributions of cetacean populations (e.g., Darling 1984, Katona 

and Beard 1990); however, they rely on certain assumptions being met. One of the material 

challenges of applying traditional capture-recapture analyses is dealing with data that violate one 

or more of these assumptions. Most surveys are designed to focus on geographic regions that 

have been identified in previous years as ‘hotspots’ for humpback whales. This is done primarily 

for practical reasons, as it allows ‘maximal sighting potential’ while at sea, which is often 

limited by financial constraints. Unfortunately, it violates one of the primary assumptions of 

capture-recapture calculations - equal probability of capture. If not all areas are surveyed equally, 

whales that show strong site fidelity to the sampled areas have a higher chance of being captured 

than whales found elsewhere. This artificially inflates recaptures and thus negatively biases 

abundance estimates. Photo-ID studies are often more practical than other methods of estimating 

cetacean abundance, but are rarely sufficiently rigorous in meeting statistical assumptions. There 

is therefore a need to develop models that function under the financial and temporal limitations 

of most modern study efforts.  

1.4. OVERVIEW 

The goals of my thesis were to: 1) contrast capture-recapture techniques to select which method 

provides the most reasonable estimate of the number of humpback whales that utilize BC waters 

for summer feeding; 2) attempt to improve current population abundance models by reducing the 

biases introduced by heterogeneous non-random sampling effort; and 3) outline the stock 

structure (if any), localized site-fidelity, and small-scale movement patterns of humpback whales 

in BC. 

My thesis is partitioned into two main chapters. Chapter 2 contrasts three models used to 

estimate the abundance of humpback whales in BC and explores ways to reduce the bias inherent 
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in many cetacean sampling programs. Chapter 3 evaluates humpback whale feeding site fidelity 

and distribution within BC in an attempt to define stock structure for the population in Pacific 

Canada. Each chapter has been written as a manuscript, with the intent of publication in the 

primary literature. As both chapters were based on the same population and dataset, there is by 

necessity some redundancy between them. 
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2 Implications of model choice for estimating the abundance of cetaceans 

based on photographic identifications: comparing multiple population 

estimates for humpback whales in British Columbia, Canada
1
  

2.1. INTRODUCTION 

Estimating population abundance is integral to applied ecology, conservation biology, and 

wildlife management (Hilborn and Mangel 1997, Krebs 2001). Assessing population size is a 

key component of determining population status, monitoring abundance changes over time, and 

evaluating potential impacts of management actions (Williams et al. 2002). Furthermore, a 

substantial change in management actions may be required when a population shifts from one 

status level to another (e.g., threatened to endangered) and determining current population levels 

is vital. A wide variety of techniques exists for ascertaining population size and suitable 

methodology depends upon survey design. 

Population enumeration methods fall into two major categories: complete counts and 

partial counts. Complete counts or censuses involve enumerating every individual within a 

sampling area. Although this method is rarely feasible for most animal populations, some 

examples are known, including wildebeest, buffalo, deer, and killer whales (e.g., Sinclair 1973, 

Stewart 1976, Kufeld et al. 1980, Ford et al. 1994). When it is not possible to detect all animals, 

the common alternative is to make partial counts. Partial counts estimate abundance by 

expanding the number of individuals observed by some detection probability. This involves 

developing either index methods or methods to correct for incomplete detectability. Index 

methods include both presence-absence surveys, and indicators of relative abundance such as 

harvest data (Elton and Nicholson 1942, Cattadori et al. 2003) or frequency of occurrence of 

tracks (Linhart and Knowlton 1975, Van Dyke et al. 1986), scat (Taylor et al. 1935, Bennett et 
                                                 
 
1 A version of this chapter will be submitted for publication. Authors will include: A.L.Rambeau, J.K.B. Ford, A.W. 
Trites, and others to be determined. The Recovery of Humpback Whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) in British 
Columbia, Canada [working title]. 
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al. 1940), or vocalizations (Harrington and Mech 1982). Methods that adjust for detectability 

include distance sampling (Burnham et al. 1980, Buckland et al. 2001, Buckland et al. 2004), 

mark-recapture (Seber 1982, Amstrup et al. 2005), sightability models (Samuel et al. 1987, 

Bodie et al. 1995), double-sampling (Thompson 1992, Bart and Earnst 2002), and line-intercept 

sampling (Kaiser 1983, Becker 1991, Thompson 1992). Which enumeration technique is applied 

depends on the biology of the species, details surrounding the particular population of interest, 

and practical issues such as time and funding constraints. 

Determining the population size of cetaceans is logistically difficult, because the animals 

spend most of their time underwater, are often migratory, and frequently display aggregated 

distributions related to social or feeding behaviours. The two most common forms of cetacean 

estimation are distance sampling (Buckland et al. 2001, Buckland et al. 2004) and mark-

recapture (Amstrup et al. 2005). Mark-recapture (or capture-recapture) is a widespread technique 

for estimating population abundance based on individual identifications. Studies involving 

cetaceans use photographs of unique individual markings such as dorsal fin variation in killer 

whales, fin whales, and dolphins, or tail flukes in humpback, blue, and sperm whales (e.g., 

Katona and Beard 1990, Wilson et al. 1999). The ratio of ‘marked’ to ‘unmarked’ animals is 

used to estimate detection probability and ultimately population size. 

There have been many mark-recapture studies on humpback whales in the eastern North 

Pacific, though none has focused specifically on the population that summers in British 

Columbia (for a broad summary, see Table 2.1). Within mark-recapture methodology, a wide 

selection of models exists. These range from commonly applied models such as the Lincoln-

Petersen (closed population) and the Jolly Seber (open) through to the more complex 

geographically-stratified models such as the Hilborn and the Darroch, or Pollock’s Robust 

Design. 
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Regardless of which estimation technique is selected, producing accurate, unbiased 

abundance estimates depends on data meeting inherent statistical assumptions. Meeting such 

assumptions when animals occur over large areas, display strong site fidelity, and undergo large-

scale migrations is a challenge, and any sampling design is likely to violate some of the required 

assumptions. Therefore, different assessment methods may produce dramatically different 

population estimates.  

The following applies a variety of capture-recapture models to a long-term photo-

identification dataset of humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae), collected by Fisheries and 

Oceans Canada (DFO) in British Columbia (BC), to explore potential biases in estimates of 

abundance that can result from the method used. I consider the pros and cons of each mark-

recapture method, and ways in which some of the biases resulting from violating statistical 

assumptions can be offset. I also show that the definition of population can change depending on 

the method used. Understanding how sampling design may violate method assumptions and 

affect population estimates is critical when assessing widespread migratory species. 

Furthermore, my analysis provides the first comprehensive assessment of humpback whale 

abundance within the waters of British Columbia, and contributes to future cetacean 

management plans in this region.  
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Table 2.1.  Previous mark-recapture abundance estimation studies of humpback whales in the eastern North 

Pacific. 

Region Time Period Model(s) Used Reference 

southeastern Alaska 1979-1986 
2 models: Bailey form of 
Petersen, Schnabel 

(Baker et al. 1992) 

North Pacific basin 1991-1993 
3 models: Hilborn, Darroch, and 
Chapman form of Petersen 

(Calambokidis et al. 1997) 

southeastern Alaska 1994-2000 
3 models: Chapman form of 
Petersen, Darroch, Hilborn 

(Straley et al. 2002) 

west coast of U.S. and 
Mexico (Washington, 
Oregon, California, Baja 
California) 

1991-1997 
3 models: Chapman form of 
Petersen, Pooled Petersen, and 
Jolly-Seber 

(Calambokidis and Barlow 
2004) 

northern Washington coast 1989-2002 Chapman form of Petersen (Calambokidis et al. 2004) 

Shumagin Islands,  
Gulf of Alaska 

1999-2002 Cormack-Jolly-Seber  (Witteveen et al. 2004) 

 

2.2. METHODS 

2.2.1. Humpback whale database 

In 1984, DFO established a photo-identification program to develop a catalogue of individual 

humpback whales sighted in BC waters, similar to what was developed for killer whales in this 

region (Ford et al. 1994). Photographs were compiled by three general methods: 1) 

opportunistically collected photographs contributed by individuals and external research groups 

(1984-2006), 2) photographs collected by DFO during multi-purpose/multi-species cetacean 

surveys (2002-2006), and 3) humpback-targeted DFO photo-ID surveys (2004-2005).  

The resulting photographic database consisted of 8,900 records of humpback whale 

sightings in BC between 1984 and 2006. As effort in the early years was modest and scattered, I 

removed data collected between 1984 and 1991 (34 records), and only considered records from 

1992 onwards. Humpback whales are migratory, and although individuals can be seen in BC in 

all months of the year, most whales spend the winter months in tropical waters, and are only in 

BC to feed during the summer. For my analyses, I therefore further restricted data to those for 
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the months of May to October (8,653 records), during which both sampling effort and whale 

identifications were highest.  

Survey design was neither random nor uniform in either its geographical coverage or 

invested temporal effort, both of which increased exponentially over the 15 years of surveying 

(Figs. 2.1 and 2.2). This was partly because survey effort was often focused primarily in regions 

that had demonstrated high whale density during previous surveys, or had been identified as 

humpback “hotspots” from commercial whaling records. Budget considerations and availability 

of ship time also allowed for more intensive sampling in later years. Photographs were collected 

primarily in an opportunistic fashion up until 2002, after which dedicated cetacean surveys were 

conducted. Although survey track-lines and sighting logs were available for 2002 onward, to 

make use of the entire dataset, I developed a rough proxy for effort by tallying the number of 

days that photographs were taken per year. Although such an index does not account for hours 

spent searching per day, nor for effort invested in ‘whale-free’ regions, a reasonable relative 

index of overall ‘effort days’ annually is achieved.  

2.2.2. Photo-identification analyses  

Individual humpback whales were identified using a standardized method for analyzing the 

natural markings found on the ventral surface of the whales’ flukes (Katona et al. 1979). The 

technique of photographic comparison is well documented (e.g., Katona and Beard 1990, 

Calambokidis and Barlow 2004). In the early years of the program, black  
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Figure 2.1.  Exponential increase in number of days identification photographs were taken and number of 

humpback whales identified in British Columbia, Canada from 1992 to 2006. Effort days (points) are the 

number of days an ID photograph was taken between May and October that year. Identifications (grey bars) 

represent the total number of unique individual humpback whales photographed in British Columbia 

between May and October that year. An exponential regression was fit to the effort days’ data to show how it 

increased over 15 years (Effort=12.5e0.08years) 
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Figure 2.2.  Locations of photo-identified humpback whales, showing variation in spatial effort from 1992 to 

2006 in British Columbia (BC), Canada. Years are pooled for ease of viewing only. QCI = Queen Charlotte 

Islands, VI = Vancouver Island   
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and white film was used to photograph flukes, and contact sheets were examined with a loupe 

for inter-matches within a season. The best quality full-fluke photographs were printed and 

added to the catalogue. In later years, digital photographs were taken and matched on-screen 

with a digitally scanned catalogue. All photographs were inter-matched across years by two 

independent and experienced matchers, thereby confirming all identified whales and reducing 

the chance that identifications were missed.  

2.2.3. Model assumptions for estimating cetacean abundance 

Capture-recapture models can produce accurate abundance estimates, but only if model 

assumptions are satisfied. This requires careful selection of the model, as different models can 

produce highly different results. Here, I consider three models, and variations thereof. To be 

valid and provide unbiased parameters, the first two models, the Lincoln-Petersen and the Jolly-

Seber, both require the following assumptions to be met (Seber 1982): 

1. All animals have equal probability of capture. 

2. All animals have equal probability of surviving from one sample to the next. 

3. Marks are not lost or overlooked, and do not affect an animal’s catchability. 

In photo-identification studies, the assumption of equal catchability is potentially violated due to 

heterogeneity in the ease of identifying individuals, as distinctively marked animals have a lower 

chance of being misidentified. If this occurs, the effect on the model is an artificial increase to 

the abundance estimate (Friday et al. 2008). However, due to the strict double-matching protocol 

applied, I consider the overall effects of this bias to be negligible for my study. 

Lincoln-Petersen Model. The Lincoln-Petersen method is a closed two-sample model that 

assumes the population does not change during the sampling interval (no birth, death, 

immigration, or emigration). I used the Chapman form of the Lincoln-Petersen estimator (Seber 

1982) to predict population abundance across British Columbia between adjacent survey years in 
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2005 and 2006 (model Petersen 05/06). I followed this with a parametric bootstrap procedure 

based on a hypergeometric distribution to reduce bias and to determine 95% confidence 

intervals. Since the degree of geographic closure cannot always be rigorously quantified for 

some populations, I also considered an open model – the Jolly-Seber. 

 

Jolly-Seber Model. Unlike the Lincoln-Petersen model, the Jolly-Seber is an open model 

(incorporates birth, death, immigration, and emigration into its estimates), allowing the 

population to change over time. In addition to the aforementioned three assumptions, the Jolly-

Seber further assumes that sampling time is negligible in relation to the intervals between 

samples. This is because if sampling times are extensive, animals captured near the end of the 

sampling period have to survive less time to the next sampling period than animals that were 

captured near the beginning, and the Jolly-Seber is unable to take this change in survival rates 

into consideration (Amstrup et al. 2005). Sampling times in the humpback whale dataset 

generally extended over the length of the summer, which is a long sampling period compared to 

many capture-recapture studies. However, given the long lifespan of whales (humpback whale, 

>48 years, Chittleborough 1965), the effects of this violation are assumed to be minor, and Jolly-

Seber models are frequently used in estimating cetacean populations (e.g., Calambokidis and 

Barlow 2004, Witteveen et al. 2004).  

Using a traditional Jolly-Seber model (Seber 1982), mean and 95% credible intervals for 

the 2006 population size, population growth rate and survival were estimated using Sampling 

Importance Resampling (SIR) assuming a Poisson likelihood. A multivariate t-distribution 

(LearnBayes package for R statistical software, R Core Development Team 2006) was used as 

the sampling distribution, and posterior distributions were generated from 100,000 resamples of 

the initial 1,000,000 samples. Survival rate was constrained to ≤ 1.0, and “growth rate” 

represented net population change (which did not separate out immigration and emigration).  
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Accumulation Model. The third model I examined, an accumulation model, is a completely 

separate technique most often used to estimate species richness and diversity. However, 

adjustments can be made to this model to make it applicable for estimating a species’ population 

size (Krebs 1999). In order for accumulation models to be valid, the following assumptions must 

be met:  

1. Sampling methods must be the same for all samples taken. 

2. All samples must come from the same habitat. 

3. All individuals within the population are randomly and evenly dispersed. 

Accumulation models take into account that the capture rate for unmarked whales will decrease 

as the number of marked whales increases. The rate of accumulation of “new” whales decreases 

exponentially until all whales in the population have been captured, producing an estimate of 

total population size. 

Eggert et al. (2003) found that the following exponential accumulation curve delivered the 

most reliable estimates of population size: 

( ) (1 )bxE x a e= −   Equation 2.1 

Where, x is the total number of samples (whale sightings) over time, E(x) is the cumulative 

number of unique individuals found in x sightings, a is the function’s asymptote and therefore 

the estimated population size, and b determines the rate at which the discovery of unique 

individuals declines as total sample size increases. Mean and 95% credible intervals for a and b 

were calculated from posterior distributions obtained assuming a normal likelihood and uniform 

priors. Estimates of the posterior densities were obtained from 100,000 samples using the 

Metropolis-Hastings algorithm available in the MCMCpack library for R 2.3.1. 
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2.2.4. Modifications made to the models 

In the Petersen 05/06 model, 14 years of historical information was discarded. However, since 

humpback whales have high longevity and low adult mortality, these earlier data might 

reasonably be incorporated, and thus better describe the long-term population usage of this area. 

I therefore performed another Lincoln-Petersen estimate (henceforth referred to as Petersen 92-

05/06), but modified it by pooling the first 14 years of data. All whales seen before 2006 thereby 

made up the ‘marked’ group, and re-captures comprised all whales marked between 1992 and 

2005 that were also seen in 2006. A second pooled calculation was performed using only data 

from 2002-2005 against 2006 (Petersen 02-05/06).  

I also recognized that spatial and temporal effort varied through time. I therefore modified 

the Jolly-Seber model to account for some of the bias introduced by both temporal and 

geographic increases in effort. Although the traditional Jolly-Seber evaluates population 

estimates every year, parameter estimates are based on the maximum likelihood of annual 

capture probability, which is positively biased with increased time spent searching. To correct 

for this, I standardized capture probabilities in my modified Jolly-Seber by assuming a constant 

per unit effort probability of capture, and multiplying this by an effort proxy. The effort proxy 

was calculated as days spent photographing annually. 

 Accumulation models are used when communities are sampled with different intensities 

or success, as well as when different sample sizes are taken (Hilt et al. 2006). Thus, differences 

in sampling effort can be accounted for in population estimates (Bellemain et al. 2005) and no 

modifications were needed for the accumulation model.  
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2.3. RESULTS 

The final dataset consisted of 807 sampling effort days over 15 years (1992-2006), and contained 

4,683 photo-identifications of 1,779 individual whales. The 2006 abundance estimates presented 

below display a range of 1,428 to 3,856 humpback whales, a more than two-fold difference. 

 
Lincoln-Petersen Estimates. The Chapman-modified Lincoln-Petersen estimate for 2005/2006 

(Petersen 05/06) was 1,660 whales (95% CI; 1,428-1,892). Pooling data taken between 1992 and 

2005 (Petersen 92-05/06), resulted in a large increase in the 2006 estimate to 2,659 whales 

(2,457-2,861). Pooling only data from 2002-2005 (Petersen 02-05/06), yielded an intermediate 

2006 value of 2,115 whales (1,942-2,288). Note that none of the confidence limits of these 

estimates overlaps (Fig. 2.3). 

 
Jolly-Seber Estimates. The posterior mean 2006 abundance estimate predicted by the SIR Jolly-

Seber model was 2,739 individuals (95% credibility set; 2,496-2,965), with a survival rate of 

98.6 (97.0-99.9) and a growth rate of 1.15 (1.13-1.16). After correcting for variation in temporal 

effort, these estimates decreased to 2,145 whales (95% credibility set; 1,970-2,331), with a 

survival rate of 97.6 (96.0-99.2) and a growth rate of 1.04 (1.03-1.05) (Fig. 2.3).  

 
Accumulation Model Estimates. The accumulation model predicts that as the number of 

samples increases, the component of the population that is marked will increase until it reaches a 

theoretical limit where all whales (except new recruits) are marked. This limit (the asymptote a) 

represents the posterior mean estimated population size, and was 3,346 individuals (95% 

credibility set; 2,954-3,856) (Fig. 2.3). 

2.4. DISCUSSION 

Selecting an appropriate model for evaluating species abundance is complicated by the nature of 

the available data and the complexity of the population. It is not always possible to meet the 
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necessary statistical assumptions given inevitable logistical restrictions in how sampling 

programs are conducted. Assessing species that are migratory, widespread, and have home 

ranges that potentially extend outside the range of a study area may further obscure the 

appropriate method that should be used to estimate abundance. For many cetacean species, the 

ability to sample the entirety of their distribution is simply not feasible. Random sampling is 

often impractical as many species show highly aggregated and clumped distributions associated 

with feeding patterns or social structure. Yet, focusing sampling on high-density regions may 

bias capture probabilities in species that show strong site fidelity. Management of species is 

quite often regional in nature, and therefore the population in question might be more of a 

political designation than a biological one. Furthermore, funding may vary from year to year, 

affecting the possible distribution of survey effort. All of these issues are of serious concern for 

cetacean researchers and managers. 

2.4.1. Effects of spatial and temporal variation in effort on abundance estimates 

Many cetacean surveys are somewhat opportunistic in nature, as time and money are limited. 

Systematic coverage of large coastal areas limits the potential time available to photograph the 

animals once they are located, and is often cost-prohibitive. In some instances, sampling 

(photographing) may be purely opportunistic. In others, vessels travel primarily to whale 

‘hotspots’, which are frequently determined based on historical knowledge (such as whaling 

data) and previous survey experiences.  

Focused sampling on ‘hotspots’, or areas of high whale density, contributes to potential 

bias in population estimates. Humpback whales show strong site fidelity to summer feeding 

grounds (Craig and Herman 1997). Because of this, it is safe to assume that uniform mixing of 

the population does not occur; however, mark-recapture models such as the Lincoln-Petersen 

and the Jolly-Seber assume that every animal has the same probability of capture (Seber 1982). 
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Figure 2.3.  Abundance estimates derived from six models, for humpback whale abundance in British 

Columbia, Canada in 2006. The horizontal line represents the number of individual humpback whales in the 

DFO catalogue (1992-2006). Values are means and 95% confidence interval for the three Petersen models, 

posterior means and 95% credibility sets for the Jolly-Seber and accumulation models. Note that the 

confidence intervals are calculated assuming that the models’ assumptions are fully met. Precision appears 

high because of the large sample sizes, but the true confidence intervals are likely much wider than are those 

represented here for all but the accumulation model.  

 
Selective sampling of certain locations means that whales with strong site fidelity to the sampled 

areas have a higher probability of capture than whales found elsewhere. This results in 

artificially inflated recaptures and thus negatively biases abundance estimates. Conversely, 

whales that show fidelity to areas that are not sampled have zero capture probability, which 

negatively biases abundance estimates and also violates the base assumption of mark-recapture 

models. 

For surveys that span numerous years, changes in funding may also lead to changes in 

available survey time. An increase in temporal effort can produce a correlated increase in the 

number of ‘new captures’ per year, which makes it appear as though the population was growing 
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at a higher rate than it likely was. The artificially inflated growth rate then leads to a larger 

population estimate than what the model would have predicted otherwise. 

2.4.2. Selecting the appropriate model 

As expected, the three models I explored produced a range of abundance estimates, due to the 

different assumptions and methods associated with each model. The DFO catalogue of 

humpback whales in BC between 1992 and 2006 consists of 1,779 individual whales, which I 

used as a baseline to evaluate the various estimated abundances. Some of these whales would 

have died during this time interval. However, the total number of whales in the catalogue 

represents only the marked population, and unmarked whales continue to be sighted at a high 

rate. Therefore assuming the effects of mortality are small, the true abundance might be 

reasonably expected to be higher than 1,779 humpback whales.  

2.4.3. Open versus closed models 

The first model I chose to examine, the Chapman-modified Lincoln-Petersen, is a closed, two-

sample model, and thus assumes demographic and geographic population closure. Across the 

one-year time interval considered in these estimates, demographic processes can reasonably be 

considered negligible because humpback whales are long-lived (at least 48 years, Chittleborough 

1965), have high adult survival rates (93-97% in the Gulf of Maine, Buckland 1990, Barlow and 

Clapham 1997, 94.3-99.5% in the Central North Pacific, Mizroch et al. 2004), and calves are 

generally excluded from photo-identification analyses. Meeting the assumption of geographic 

closure is somewhat more questionable. Humpback whales migrate to low-latitude breeding 

grounds in the winter (Chittleborough 1965, Baker et al. 1986, Katona and Beard 1990) and, 

therefore, most whales leave the BC study area between summer sampling periods. However, it 

is likely that a large percentage of these whales return to the sampling region the following 

summer, given the high fidelity humpback whales show to feeding sites. Closed models may 
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therefore still be capable of providing realistic estimates over short time frames, and have been 

used to estimate humpback whale abundance off the west coast of the US (Calambokidis and 

Barlow 2004, Calambokidis et al. 2004) and in southeastern Alaska (Straley et al. 2002). 

The other mark-recapture model I examined, the Jolly-Seber, is an open model. The 

benefit of the Jolly-Seber model is that it allows estimation of survival and apparent population 

growth, allowing the population to change over time, and it is a better descriptor for migrating 

populations over longer time frames. The concern in using the Jolly-Seber is that time-

catchability interaction has a greater effect on models with multiple recapture sessions, and bias 

due to such an effect will be multiplied (Seber 1982). Witteveen et al. (2004) used the Cormack-

Jolly-Seber to estimate abundance of humpback whales in the Shumagin Islands (Gulf of 

Alaska). The fact that this population was determined to be a demographically and genetically 

segregated feeding population may have helped reduce the degree of variation in catchability. 

Even so, Witteveen et al. (2004) recommended that future models allow for variable re-sighting 

probability and migration. 

Although I explored other models, I have not presented the details here. Of the other 

models I considered, I found those that geographically stratify a population (Darroch 1961, 

Hilborn 1990) were a potentially good option because they estimate sub-populations that move 

between areas and are sampled at different times. Calambokidis et al. (1997) used a Darroch 

model to estimate humpback whale abundance on North Pacific breeding grounds, but found it 

to be less accurate on the more complex summer feeding grounds, due to heterogeneous capture 

probabilities and geographic sampling bias. They also considered the Hilborn (1990) model for 

feeding ground estimates, but could not calculate abundance estimates in areas where capture 

probability was zero, and in the end concluded that abundance estimates based solely on the 

breeding grounds were superior. In order to make use of stratified models in BC, survey strata 
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must be designed in advance, so that sampling areas are representative, effort is comparable 

between sampling occasions, and sufficient sample sizes are collected.  

I also considered and tested Pollock’s robust design (Pollock 1982), which incorporates 

both Lincoln-Petersen and Jolly-Seber models, and which I believe shows high promise for 

future application to geographically stratified populations such as those in British Columbia. 

Unfortunately, the complexity of Pollock’s robust design, which potentially allows it to better 

capture uncertainty, also requires a more strict survey design than the existing data collection 

methods allowed for in post-hoc analysis. Sub-division of the dataset into smaller sampling 

sessions (months) frequently resulted in capture probabilities of zero. This prevented calculation 

of abundance estimates across many of the sub-samples, and preliminary results therefore proved 

unrealistically low. 

2.4.4. Defining the population of interest 

The Petersen 05/06 abundance estimate is the lowest of all the estimates and falls below the 

value of catalogued individuals (Fig. 2.3). Temporal and spatial effort was reasonably consistent 

between 2005 and 2006 (Fig. 2.1) and roughly the same “hotspots” were targeted between the 

two years. Heterogeneity in capture probabilities might still account for some degree of negative 

bias, however if we ignore for the moment questions of bias, the Petersen 05/06 estimate may 

still be plausible depending on the definition of ‘population’ used. 

For management purposes, there may be a substantial difference between assigned 

abundance estimates depending on how the population of interest is defined. The term 

‘population of BC humpback whales’ might be interpreted in multiple ways. It could for 

example refer to the number of ‘resident-type’ humpback whales that regularly return to BC 

waters as their primary feeding ground. Alternatively, it might be the number present at any 

point in time, or over the course of a particular summer season. Finally, it could refer to the 
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much larger pool of North Pacific humpback whales, which might potentially transit through the 

region, and may or may not be present from year to year.  

2.4.5. Offsetting common violations and putting the numbers in context  

I applied the pooled Lincoln-Petersen method as a means to incorporate all information available 

in the dataset. Pooling the 14 years also allows for more equally distributed spatial coverage in 

the first sample, making it more spatially comparable to the broad surveying of 2006. In using 

only the data from the last two years of the study (Petersen 05/06), I excluded sightings of 1,024 

marked whales. However, adding this information back in via pooling increased the population 

estimate by almost 1,000 whales (Fig. 2.3 – Petersen 92-05/06). The pooled value might better 

represent the larger population of whales that have used BC waters over the entire 15 years. It 

would overestimate the ‘annual population’ by violating the assumption of demographic closure, 

but it is potentially more accurate at representing BC’s importance as humpback whale summer 

habitat. The intermediate model (Fig. 2.3 – Petersen 02-05/06) pooled 2002-2005 and acted as a 

compromise between the various violations. It reduced the timeline so that the value might better 

represent a 2006 estimate while still supplying good spatial coverage and incorporating historical 

information. 

As in the Petersen model, I wanted to correct the Jolly-Seber model estimates for the large 

increase in effort. To force the model’s growth rate to approximate the population growth rate, 

and not include a ‘discovery rate’, I standardized my model by temporal effort. This resulted in a 

reduction of the 2006 Jolly-Seber estimate by almost 600 whales. The high survival rates 

predicted were only slightly affected by the effort standardization (96.0-99.2 with effort, 97.0-

99.9 without) and are fairly consistent with estimates made by previous studies (85-102% in SE 

Alaska, Straley 1994, 94.3-99.5% for Central North Pacific, Mizroch et al. 2004). 
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In their study of humpback whales in the Gulf of Maine, Barlow and Clapham (1997) 

estimated a population growth rate of 6.5% per year, which is less than half of that predicted by 

my original Jolly-Seber model (increase of 13-15%). Reducing the effect of the ‘discovery rate’ 

by incorporating an effort proxy appears to significantly increase the accuracy of my population 

growth rate estimate, reducing it to 3.4-5.4%, and explaining the large difference in resultant 

abundance estimates. The effort-standardized model is also much closer to the most recent 

estimates for the North Pacific humpback population annual rate of increase, which range from 

4.9 to 6.8%, depending on the method used and the timeline considered (Calambokidis et al. 

2008).  

Finally, I evaluated the accumulation model because it considers effort, does not require 

equal sample sizes, and does not assume that sampling time is negligible. As a result, the biases 

that violate and generate error in the Lincoln-Petersen and Jolly-Seber models’ estimates were 

eliminated (Krebs 1999). My estimate of the 2006 population under the accumulation model was 

the highest of all the estimates. This discrepancy may be explained by the models’ different 

assumptions and the population they described. Accumulation assumes that all members of the 

sampled population are randomly and evenly distributed (Krebs 1999). As previously discussed, 

humpback whales show high feeding site fidelity, which gives them a non-random, clumped 

distribution (Fig. 2.2).  

Fager (1972) used computer simulations to test the effects of clumped populations on 

accumulation estimates, and found that they overestimated the size of the populations. In fact, 

the more clumped a population, the higher the overestimation that occurs (Fager 1972). Given 

that humpback whales characteristically display aggregated distributions, applying an 

accumulation model to the data will predictably overestimate the true population size, which 

begins to explain the large contrast against the much lower estimates of the effort-standardized 

Jolly-Seber and the Petersen 02-05/06 models. Furthermore, if British Columbia provides not 
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only feeding habitat, but also a migratory corridor to other populations such as southeastern 

Alaska, it may be important habitat for a much larger pool of whales.  

The accumulation model considers this larger number because it accounts for the 

‘accumulation’ of individuals over time. Thus, it may be correct to say that there were on the 

order of 1500 to 2000 whales within the BC borders in the summer of 2006, but considered over 

a longer time period, it is likely that a much larger population of humpback whales used this 

region. The biggest problem with applying the accumulation model over a long period is that it 

does not account for new recruits. If the population truly increased at 3.4-5.4% per year over the 

15 years, the addition of ‘new’ unmarked whales will confound the rate at which discovery of 

unique individuals declines (parameter b in Equation 2.1). This will also overinflate the 

abundance estimate. Therefore, the accumulation model is not a good choice for estimating 

actual abundance; however, it does provide a maximum cap, or upper bound, within which the 

other estimates can be framed. 

2.4.6. Conclusions and recommendations 

Cetaceans are difficult animals to study because they spend most of their lives underwater, often 

live in remote or hard to survey areas, and can have home ranges that span oceans. Overcoming 

these obstacles is necessary to develop management plans and recovery strategies for endangered 

cetacean species. One way to accurately assess widely migrating marine species such as 

cetaceans is to undertake coordinated ocean-basin wide surveys. More challenging is assessing 

the portion of a wide-ranging population that resides within smaller areas. 

No model is perfect, and all have advantages and disadvantages. The two most important 

factors in selecting a model are clarity concerning the research question being asked and a 

detailed understanding of the population being considered. The Lincoln-Petersen is best applied 

in determining the immediate population of a closed discrete area. If there is movement into and 
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out of the area, or the population changes over time, the Jolly-Seber is a better model to apply. 

However, each of these two models requires variations in spatial and temporal variation in 

sampling effort to be considered. Accumulation models are not affected by heterogeneous effort, 

but will overestimate spatially aggregated or increasing populations. The conservative approach 

may thus mean sacrificing precision and using multiple models to provide a range of values. 

Providing estimates that both under- and over-estimate the expected population should yield 

confidence that the true value correctly lies within these bounds, while still providing 

information that is useful for management decisions.  

I applied models that both under- and over-estimate abundance to the population of 

humpback whales in BC to consider the actual numerical effect that sampling effort and model 

selection has on estimates of abundance. BC’s complex and extensive coastline, in combination 

with the migratory nature of these animals, makes efficient unbiased surveying of this particular 

management population challenging. The most recent (2004-2006) population estimate for 

humpback whales in the North Pacific was 18,302 individuals, with a combined estimate for 

southeastern Alaska, BC, and Washington of 3,200-5,400 (Calambokidis et al. 2008). Williams 

and Thomas (2007) used line transects to estimate a 2004-2005 abundance of 1,310 (755-2,280) 

humpback whales in BC’s inshore waters. Looking across all the models I examined provides a 

rough range for the 2006 population of humpback whales in BC alone at somewhere between 

1,428 and 3,856 individuals. Given that the lower bound is expected to be negatively biased, and 

that the upper is certainly an overestimate, the best estimate likely lies within these bounds. 

Furthermore, since there may be much variation in the definition of population applied, 

considering the results of a range of models may better reflect the variation in the number of 

individuals that both feed in and/or transit through BC over time. An extended analysis that 

includes inter-matching of BC whales to southeastern Alaska and Washington/Oregon is a 

necessary next step in understanding the dynamics of this particular population. Until then, my 
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analysis provides the first comprehensive assessment of humpback whales within the waters of 

British Columbia.  

2.5. SUMMARY 

Establishing accurate means to estimate fundamental baseline parameters such as population 

abundance, under financial and time constraints that are common in cetacean research, is 

essential to any conservation management plan for cetaceans. As a case study to explore the 

effect of model selection on abundance estimates, I used three estimation models (the Lincoln-

Petersen method, the Jolly-Seber method, and an accumulation model) as well as two 

modifications thereof, to analyze capture-recapture data of humpback whales (Megaptera 

novaeangliae) in British Columbian waters from 1992-2006. The six models provided an 

abundance range of 1,428 to 3,856 individuals in 2006. I also compared how the definition of 

population, and variation in spatial and temporal effort, affected estimates of population size. 

The Lincoln-Petersen provided the lowest estimate (1,428-1,892) and likely best described the 

numbers present in British Columbia in 2006. The effort-standardized Jolly-Seber model (1,970-

2,331) was likely more representative of the larger pool of humpback whales that made use of 

these waters over the 15-year period. Spatial and temporal effort had a large influence on the 

individual estimates and must be accounted for when estimating the abundance of similar 

populations. In general, it can be difficult to obtain regional abundance estimates using photo-

identification of whales because the sampling designs used to collect the mark-recapture data 

often fail to meet the assumptions of the estimation models. As such, the best approach is to 

conservatively use both upper and lower bounds as the best estimates of population size when 

model assumptions cannot be met. 
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3 Site-fidelity and small-scale movement of humpback whales in British 

Columbia, Canada
2
 

3.1. INTRODUCTION 

Previous studies have examined the current population structure of humpback whales 

(Megaptera novaeangliae) in various parts of the North Pacific Ocean (Rice 1978, Baker et al. 

1986, Calambokidis et al. 1996, Calambokidis et al. 1997, Calambokidis et al. 2000, 

Calambokidis et al. 2001, Calambokidis et al. 2008). They have also investigated interchange, 

site fidelity, and seasonal migration patterns. However, no study has yet examined the complex 

small-scale structure and site fidelity of those that feed in coastal waters off British Columbia 

(BC), Canada. Strong site fidelity to feeding grounds has been observed in humpback whales in 

both the North Atlantic (Clapham et al. 1993) and the North Pacific (Darling and McSweeney 

1985, Baker et al. 1986, Craig and Herman 1997, Mizroch et al. 2004). This is thought to be a 

learned maternally-directed behaviour, with whales returning to the feeding areas they first 

visited as calves with their mothers (Martin et al. 1984, Baker et al. 1987, Clapham and Mayo 

1987).  

Baker et al. (1986) proposed that humpback whales in the eastern and central North Pacific 

comprise a single “structured stock”, composed of geographically-isolated ‘feeding herds’ that 

merge on one or more breeding grounds. Commercial whaling data in the North Pacific suggest 

that humpback whales in BC may comprise such a ‘feeding herd’, as whales in BC were 

depleted earlier than whales in California and western Alaska (Gregr et al. 2000). A photo-

identification analysis by Calambokidis et al. (1996) further supports this idea, suggesting that a 

demographic boundary exists between the humpback whales that feed in Washington, Oregon, 

                                                 
 
2 A version of this chapter will be submitted for publication. Authors will include: A.L. Rambeau, J.K.B. Ford, 
A.W. Trites, and others to be determined.. Site-fidelity and small-scale movement of humpback whales (Megaptera 
novaeangliaea) in British Columbia, Canada. 
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and California, and those that feed further to the north in BC and Alaska. Furthermore, only low 

rates of interchange have been observed between BC and southeastern Alaska (Darling and 

McSweeney 1985, Calambokidis et al. 2008).  

Humpback whales migrate tens of thousands of kilometers between high-latitude 

temperate feeding grounds and low-latitude tropical breeding areas (Chittleborough 1965, Baker 

et al. 1986, Katona and Beard 1990). The United States (US) recognizes three humpback whale 

stocks (relatively separate populations) within the US Exclusive Economic Zone of the North 

Pacific (Calambokidis et al. 1997, Baker et al. 1998, Angliss and Outlaw 2005). The eastern 

North Pacific stock consists of whales that feed along the coast of California to southern BC in 

the summer and fall, and which migrate to coastal Central America and Mexico in the winter and 

spring (Steiger et al. 1991, Calambokidis et al. 1996, Angliss and Outlaw 2005). The central 

North Pacific stock spends summer and fall in northern BC, southeastern Alaska, and Prince 

William Sound west to Unimak Pass, and migrates to the Hawaiian Islands for the winter and 

spring (Baker et al. 1990, Perry et al. 1990, Calambokidis et al. 1997, Calambokidis et al. 2001, 

Angliss and Outlaw 2005). The western North Pacific stock includes winter populations in 

Japan, which likely migrate to the Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands in the summer and fall 

(Nishiwaki 1966).  

Cetacean population structure is most commonly examined using genetic analyses (Amos 

et al. 1993, Baker et al. 1994, O’Corry-Crowe et al. 1997), while patterns of movement and site 

fidelity are perhaps best-analyzed using satellite tracking (Mate et al. 1998, Heide-Jørgensen et 

al. 2003, Elwen et al. 2006). Genetic samples have been collected as part of the SPLASH study 

(Structure of Populations, Levels of Abundance, and Status of Humpbacks) (Calambokidis et al. 

2008), and analysis of these, once complete, may help to elucidate genetic relationships within 

BC and throughout the North Pacific. However, long-term photo-identification studies can still 

reveal much about population structure and movement patterns (Calambokidis et al. 1997, 
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Whitehead 2001). Whales that feed in BC during the summer months have been re-sighted in 

Hawaii, Mexico, and Japan during the winter (Darling and McSweeney 1985, Calambokidis et 

al. 2001) and for management purposes, Pacific Canada’s humpback whale population is 

currently treated as a single population (Baird 2003). There is some question, however, as to 

whether BC is best described as a single distinct feeding population, as two distinct populations, 

or as extensions of the central, and eastern North Pacific stocks, although it is not known where 

and to what degree this ‘stock’ division might occur.  

Support for a north-south divide within BC could be obtained by photo-identification data 

in three ways: 1) If within BC, there was a tendency for northern whales to show greater fidelity 

to the north than the south, and vice versa, 2) if whales in the north and south of BC displayed 

different breeding ground preferences, and 3) if there was a high degree of interchange observed 

between northern BC and southeastern Alaska, and between southern BC and northern 

Washington, with lesser interchange within BC. With this in mind, I analyzed the inter-annual 

site-fidelity, within BC population structure, and breeding-ground preference for humpback 

whales identified across British Columbia, to evaluate whether a north-south divide exists within 

the BC population. 

3.2. METHODS 

I quantified the site-fidelity and small-scale movement of the British Columbia population of 

humpback whales, by analyzing 16 years of records (1992-2007) that were part of a 

photographic-identification database collected by Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO). I used 

this long-term dataset to examine seasonality, maximum distances between sightings (site-

fidelity), and small-scale movement within BC waters, as well as connections to breeding ground 

destinations. This information was then used to assess whether this ‘population’ is best described 
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as a separate singular ‘feeding population’, as two distinct populations, or as two populations 

that belong to the central and eastern North Pacific stocks to the north and south, respectively. 

3.2.1. Photo-identification dataset  

Photo-identification is a common technique for identifying individual animals and is often used 

in mark-recapture (i.e., capture-recapture) studies (Katona and Beard 1990, Wilson et al. 1999). 

However, it can also be used to glean information about distribution, stock structure, and 

movement (Whitehead 2001). For humpback whales, photo-identification involves a 

standardized method for analyzing the uniquely identifiable natural markings found on the 

ventral surface of the whales’ flukes (Katona et al. 1979). Between 1992 and 2007, humpback 

whale identification photographs were taken on 1,006 days throughout BC coastal waters. The 

9,749 photographically recorded sightings of humpback whales resulted in identifying 1,986 

unique individuals. Geographic locations of 1,929 of these whales (8,782 sightings) are shown in 

Fig. 3.1. Methods for photographic comparison are as documented by others (Katona and Beard 

1990, Calambokidis and Barlow 2004). 

3.2.2. Seasonality 

I determined the primary months for humpback whale presence in BC by considering the total 

number of individual whale identifications made on a monthly basis over the 16-year study 

period. Any one whale might be counted multiple times if it was observed in either more than 

one month of the same year (e.g., if it was seen in May and September of 2005) or in the same 

month in multiple years (e.g., June in 1997 and 2003). Multiple sightings in the same month of 

any given year were not included. Effort days were calculated as the total number of days that a 

photographic identification was made each month, summed over the 16 years. 

 



 41 

48

50

52

54

-134 -132 -130 -128 -126 -124

BCQCI

VI

L
a
ti
tu
d
e
°
 

Longitude° 
 

Figure 3.1.  Geographic location of humpback whales photographically-identified in British Columbia (BC), 

Canada between 1992 and 2007. VI = Vancouver Island, QCI = Queen Charlotte Islands 
 

3.2.3. Inter-annual site-fidelity 

I determined the inter-annual patterns of summer feeding site fidelity in BC by only considering 

whales that were identified between May and October in more than one year, and for which GPS 

sighting coordinates were available (585 whales). Only the first sighting location was assigned 

(2,448 sightings) for whales that were seen on more than one occasion in any one year. I then 

calculated the Great Circle Distance (minimum distance between any two points on the surface 

of the Earth) (Bowditch 1995) between all possible year pairings of each individual whale. 

Distances did not represent swimming distances, but instead maximum distance was the furthest 

distance between any two re-sightings of an individual whale across the 16 years of data. Mean 

values were the mean distance across all years. I also fit negative exponential and inverse power 

functions to the frequency distribution as suggested by Stevick et al. (2006). 
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3.2.4. Within BC population structure 

I examined intra-BC population structure using all daily sighting locations within and across 

years for every whale between May and October 1992-2007. Nominal locations were assigned 

for whales without exact GPS locations, but with sufficient descriptions to identify the region 

within BC. All whale sightings fell within Pacific Canada’s international borders, and none was 

recorded north of 55° or south of 48°. The resulting dataset consisted of 1,880 whales and 8,497 

sightings. 

I examined how much small-scale mixing and movement there was north-south within the 

province by setting all whales observed north of 54° as a northern ‘sub-population’. I then 

compared these to all whales south of 54°, by observing if and how matching rate fell away to 

the south in 0.5° latitudinal bins. For comparison, I also determined the proportion of whales re-

sighted north of 54° in multiple years. 

3.2.5. Breeding ground migrations 

Only the 853 whales photographed in BC in 2004 and 2005 have yet been inter-matched to 

breeding grounds, and of these, 217 matches were made. I used all BC sightings (1992-2007) of 

these 217 individuals to determine whether whales seen in different BC sub-areas travel to 

different breeding areas. I first grouped the sighted whales into five subcategories: Queen 

Charlotte Islands (QCI), North Coast (North), Central Coast (Central), northwest Vancouver 

Island (NWVI), and southwest Vancouver Island (SWVI) (Fig. 3.2) . I then cross-referenced 

these whales against whales that were photo-identified in North Pacific breeding grounds during 

the international SPLASH project in 2004-2006 (Calambokidis et al. 2008). The breeding 

grounds considered in the SPLASH study were: the Philippines, Japan, Hawaii (HI), Central 

America (Cent Am), and Mexico (Mainland (MX-Main), Baja California (MX-Baja), 

Revillagigedo (MX-Rev)).  
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Figure 3.2. Division of BC into five subcategories for breakdown of breeding ground destinations. Queen 

Charlotte Islands (QCI), North Coast (North), Central Coast (Central), northwest Vancouver Island (NWVI), 

and southwest Vancouver Island (SWVI) 

 

3.3. RESULTS 

3.3.1. Sighting frequency 

Of the 1,986 humpback whales identified in BC, 1,114 (56.1%) were observed only in a single 

year, and another 644 (32.4%) were observed in 2 or 3 years. The remaining 228 whales (11.5%) 

were seen over 4 to 10 years (Fig. 3.3).  

3.3.2. Seasonality 

Humpback whales were observed in BC predominantly during the months of May to October 

(Fig. 3.4). There was a minimal presence throughout the winter as well, with at least one whale 

seen in every month; however, effort during the winter months was also limited. Identification 

per unit effort may appear artificially high in December and January, since the effort proxy 

applied considered only days that photographs were successfully taken, and could not factor in 

number of days in a month where effort was invested but where no whales were observed. 
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Figure 3.3.  Number of years that individual humpback whales were identified between 1992 and 2007, out of 

1,986 uniquely photo-identified individuals in British Columbia, Canada. Each animal was included in only 

one sighting category (e.g., animals seen in four different years were recorded exclusively in the four 

category). 
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Figure 3.4.  Seasonal representation of number of days where an identification photograph was taken (effort 

days), cumulative number of individual humpback whale identifications obtained in British Columbia, 

Canada between 1992 and 2007 in each month, and identifications per unit effort. 
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3.3.3. Inter-annual site-fidelity 

Of the 585 whales considered, 25% (149) were seen a maximum distance of less than 25km from 

where they were seen in a previous year, with 57% (331) seen within 100km (Fig. 3.5). The 

minimum distance observed between inter-annual sightings was 0.41km, with 41 whales (7%) 

seen within <5 km from previous sightings. Only thirteen whales (2%) were identified at 

maximum distances >600km, with the single maximum distance at 842km (the distance between 

southwest Vancouver Island and the northwest corner of the Queen Charlotte Islands). 

Frequency (F) of re-sighting distances (D) was best modeled by an inverse power function  

(F=4086.55D-1.0185, SSE=2510.6), which was better than the negative exponential (F=200.41e-

0.015D, SSE=4217.5) at describing over-dispersed data. There was no seasonal pattern associated 

with whales seen on the tail end of the re-sighting distribution (i.e., for whales re-sighted at 

distances of > 500km ). 

3.3.4. Within BC population structure 

Inter-matching of whales within BC decreased as a function of increasing north-south distance 

(Fig. 3.6). Thirty-two percent of the whales seen above 54° were re-sighted above 54° in later 

years, yet matching rate decreased linearly, the further away from 54° that the comparison was 

made ( 22.6 35, 0.836, 50.849, (1,10), 0.001y x R F df p= − + = = = < ). 
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Figure 3.5.  Maximum distances recorded between inter-annual re-sightings of humpback whales in British 

Columbia, Canada between 1992 and 2007. a. Frequency of maximum distances observed between all 

possible pairings of inter-annual sightings for 585 humpback whales photo-identified in British Columbia 

between 1992 and 2007. b. The inverse power function (dotted line) showed a better fit to the frequency 

distribution (F=4086.55D
-1.0185

, SSE=2510.6), than did the negative exponential (solid line) (F=200.41e
-0.015D

, 

SSE=4217.5) SSE = Error Sum of Squares. 
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Figure 3.6.  Proportion of humpback whales observed in 0.5° bins below specified latitude that match to 

whales observed above 54° in British Columbia, Canada between 1992 and 2007. The independent categorical 

variable (latitude) is plotted on the y –axis here for ease of viewing against regional map only. Open circle is 

proportion of whales sighted above 54° that were re-sighted in multiple years. Line = linear regression 
2( 2.6 35, 0.836, 50.849, (1,10), 0.001)y x R F df p= − + = = = <  

 

3.4. DISCUSSION 

3.4.1. Inter-annual site-fidelity and population structure within BC 

Humpback whales in BC display extremely strong site fidelity to very localized feeding grounds; 

as is seen in other parts of the North Pacific (Darling and McSweeney 1985, Baker et al. 1986, 

Craig and Herman 1997, Mizroch et al. 2004). Almost half of the 1,986 humpback whales 

identified in BC (43.9%) were known to have returned to BC in subsequent years, and this may 

be an underestimate as more were likely missed during sampling. Although some individuals 

appeared to stay throughout the winter, the majority were present between May and October 

(Fig. 3.4), before departing to breeding grounds in the lower latitudes. More than half (57%) of 

the returning whales observed, were seen within 100km of their sighting location from previous 

years. Some individuals appeared to return to almost the exact same location within BC (0.41km 

separation).  
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Table 3.1.  Humpback whale matches made between sightings in British Columbia, Canada feeding areas 

from 1992-2007 (columns) and North Pacific breeding areas from 2004-2006 (rows). Italicized numbers are 

total number of whales per breeding area that were successfully matched to a feeding area, and vice versa. 

Acronyms defined in text. 

    QCI North Central NWVI SWVI 

Total IDs (217)  82 58 29 13 35 

Hawaii 175 69 (84%) 53 (91%) 25 (86%) 11 (85%) 17 (49%) 

MX-Main 15 4 (5%) 0 (0%) 1 (3%) 0 (0%) 10 (29%) 

MX-Baja 14 4 (5%) 4 (7%) 0 (0%) 1 (8%) 5 (14%) 

MX-Rev 11 5 (6%) 1 (2%) 3 (10%) 1 (8%) 1 (3%) 

Cent Am 2 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 2 (6%) 

 

As noted by Stevick et al. (2006) in their analysis of humpback whale population spatial 

structuring in the North Atlantic, the frequency of inter-annual re-sightings was best described 

by an inverse-power function (Fig. 3.5b). The inverse-power function better described the over-

dispersion seen in these data, where strong site fidelity was combined with occasional long 

distance movements (Hill et al. 1996, Baguette et al. 2000, Stevick et al. 2006). This has 

important implications for management, as localized processes and anthropogenic actions could 

have very large effects on whales that return to these small feeding localities.  

Due to strong site fidelity, most whales were more likely to be seen nearest to their 

previous sighting than anywhere else, and thus no clear demographic boundary was apparent 

within BC. Matching proportion however, did decrease significantly (Fig. 3.6) as the north-south 

distance grew, suggesting that although there may be no clear demarcation between northern and 

southern whales within BC, a general partiality between the two areas may exist. 

3.4.2. Breeding ground differential in northern and southern BC 

Whales photographed in the northern four BC sub-areas (QCI, North, Central, NWVI) showed a 

higher match rate to Hawaii (87%) than to Mexico or Central America. In contrast, whales 

sighted off SWVI were more equally distributed between Hawaii (49%) and Mexico, and in two 

cases were seen as far south as Central America. Although not observed over the course of my 

study, others have linked BC and Japan (Darling et al. 1996, Calambokidis et al. 1997). This 
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picture of interconnection between geographic regions could be further elucidated by matching 

the remaining 1,133 whales identified in BC outside the 2004-2005 season to the catalogues 

developed for all of the North Pacific breeding areas. In the interim, it appears that BC provides 

important feeding habitat for whales that breed in all of the eastern North Pacific breeding areas, 

and that there may exist a difference in preferred breeding habitat, between whales that feed in 

northern BC, and those in the south. 

3.4.3. Connections with feeding grounds to the north and south 

Due to the somewhat variable nature of the geographical and temporal effort invested in 

collecting photo-identifications, within any given year, there were unquestionably whales that 

were present in BC that were not photographed. Some whales photographed early in the 

program, will undoubtedly also have died during the course of the study. However, as a 

relatively large percentage (56.1% of the 1,986) were photographed in only a single year over a 

16 year period, it seems highly feasible that at least some of these whales were potentially also 

summering outside of BC. This is further supported by the small percentage of whales (12% of 

585) seen at maximum distances of >300km and the rapid decrease of re-sighting frequency with 

distance (Fig. 3.5). These distant sightings may represent whales that do not return specifically to 

BC for summer feeding, but transit through BC waters en route to other North Pacific feeding 

grounds, such as southeastern Alaska or the Canadian-US borders. 

Calambokidis et al. (2008) found low rates of within-season interchange between northern 

BC and southeastern Alaska, and even identified one northern BC whale in the northern Gulf of 

Alaska. They considered whales in Washington and whales in southern BC together, and these 

showed very little interchange with whales in northern BC. Unfortunately, a comprehensive 

inter-matching of these regions has not yet been performed despite the large identification 

catalogues of whales that exist for BC, Washington and southeastern Alaska. Incorporating this 
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step in future analyses may provide further support for the theory that northern BC is the 

southern limit of the US central North Pacific stock and that southern BC is the northern limit of 

the eastern North Pacific stock. 

3.4.4. Conclusions 

Overall, humpback whales in BC showed a strong pattern of high site fidelity to small, localized 

areas with occasional longer distance movements. Although there is not enough weight of 

evidence to support a strong north-south divide, my results highlight important information 

about stock structure within BC. Notably, the humpback whales in BC show strong site fidelity 

from year to year as seen in the Atlantic and other areas of the North Pacific. In addition, the 

data show that BC is feeding habitat for whales that breed in all of the eastern North Pacific 

breeding areas, and that BC may be a migratory corridor for whales that feed in other areas 

further north. There may not be an absolute dividing line or boundary separating humpback 

whales in northern and southern BC; however, the data do support the idea that BC may be 

comprised of two loosely distinct populations, and do not yet refute the possibility that these 

make up extensions of the central or eastern North Pacific stocks. Further insights into the 

population structure within BC will require additional inter-matching of the BC, southeastern 

Alaska, and Washington catalogues, as well as genetic analysis and the tracking of individuals 

using satellite tags. 

3.5. SUMMARY 

British Columbia provides important feeding habitat and a potential migratory corridor for 

whales that breed in all of the breeding areas of the northeastern Pacific Ocean. I examined site-

fidelity and population spatial structuring of humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) in 

British Columbia, Canada, using a 16-year dataset (1992-2007) of 8,785 photographic sightings 

containing 1,986 individuals identifiable by natural markings. Forty-four percent of the 
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identified whales (872) were seen in BC in more than one year. Humpback whales were seen in 

BC in all months of the year, but identifications were highest from May to October, and peaked 

in September. Matching rate within British Columbia decreased as a function of north-south 

distance. Maximum distances between sightings of the same individual across years ranged from 

0.41 km to 842 km, and showed strong site fidelity with a median distance of 75 km. Despite the 

fact that there may not be an absolute demarcation or boundary for humpback whales within BC, 

the data provide support to the hypothesis that BC may be comprised of two loosely distinct 

populations to the north and south, and do not yet refute the hypothesis that these make up 

extensions of the central or eastern North Pacific stocks. Future genetic work could help 

elucidate this picture. Stock structure of humpback whales in British Columbia is highly 

complex and site fidelity in particular should be considered in future management of this 

population.  



 52 

3.6. BIBLIOGRAPHY 

AMOS, B., C. SCHLÖTTERER and D. TAUTZ. 1993. Social structure of pilot whales revealed by 
analytical DNA profiling. Science, New Series 260: 670-672. 

ANGLISS, R.P., and  R.B. OUTLAW. 2005. Alaska marine mammal stock assessments, 2005. 
NOAA Technical Memorandum NMFS-AFSC-161. 250pp. 

BAGUETTE, M., S. PETIT and F. QUÉVA. 2000. Population spatial structure and migration of three 
butterfly species within the same habitat network: consequences for conservation. Journal 
of Applied Ecology 37: 100–108. 

BAIRD, R.W. 2003. Update COSEWIC status report on the humpback whale Megaptera 
novaeangliae in Canada in COSEWIC assessment and update status report on the 
humpback whale Megaptera novaeangliae in Canada. 1-25pp. 

BAKER, C.S., L.M. HERMAN, A. PERRY, W.S. LAWTON, J.M. STRALEY, A.A. WOLMAN, G.D. 
KAUFMAN, H.E. WINN, J.D. HALL, J.M. REINKE and J. OSTMAN. 1986. Migratory 
movement and population structure of humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) in 
the central and eastern North Pacific. Marine Ecology Progress Series 41: 103-114. 

BAKER, C.S., L. MEDRANO-GONZALEZ, J. CALAMBOKIDIS, A. PERRY, F. PICHLER, H. 
ROSENBAUM, J.M. STRALEY, J. URBAN-RAMIREZ, M. YAMAGUCHI and O. VON ZIEGESAR. 
1998. Population structure of nuclear and mitochondrial DNA variation among 
humpback whales in the North Pacific. Molecular Ecology 7: 695-707. 

BAKER, C.S., S.R. PALUMBI, R.H. LAMBERTSEN, M.T. WEINRICH, J. CALAMBOKIDIS and S.J. 
O'BRIEN. 1990. Influence of seasonal migration on geographic distribution of 
mitochondrial DNA haplotypes in humpback whales. Nature 344: 238-240. 

BAKER, C.S., A. PERRY and L.M. HERMAN. 1987. Reproductive histories of female humpback 
whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) in the North Pacific. Marine Ecology Progress Series 
41: 103-114. 

BAKER, C.S., R.W. SLADE, J.L. BANNISTER, R.B. ABERNETHY, M.T. WEINRICH, J. LIEN, J. 
URBAN, P. CORKERON, J. CALAMBOKIDIS, O. VASQUEZ and S.R. PALUMBI. 1994. 
Hierarchical structure of mitochondrial DNA gene flow among humpback whales 
Megaptera novaeangliae, world-wide. Molecular Ecology 3: 313-327. 

BOWDITCH, N. 1995. The American practical navigator: An epitome of navigation. National 
Imagery and Mapping Agency. Bethesda, Maryland. Publication 9.  

CALAMBOKIDIS, J., and  J. BARLOW. 2004. Abundance of blue and humpback whales in the 
eastern North Pacific estimated by capture-recapture and line-transect methods. Marine 
Mammal Science 20: 63-85. 

CALAMBOKIDIS, J., E.A. FALCONE, T.J. QUINN, A.M. BURDIN, P.J. CLAPHAM, J.K.B. FORD, C.M. 
GABRIELE, R. LEDUC, D. MATTILA, L. ROJAS-BRACHO, J.M. STRALEY, B.L. TAYLOR, J. 
URBÁN R., D. WELLER, B.H. WITTEVEEN, M. YAMAGUCHI, A. BENDLIN, D. CAMACHO, 
K. FLYNN, A. HAVRON, J. HUGGINS and N. MALONEY. 2008. SPLASH: Structure of 



 53 

Populations, Levels of Abundance and Status of Humpback Whales in the North Pacific. 
Report to U.S. Dept of Commerce, Seattle, Washington (unpublished) 57 pp. 

CALAMBOKIDIS, J., G.H. STEIGER, J.R. EVENSON, K.R. FLYNN, K.C. BALCOMB, D.E. CLARIDGE, 
P. BLOEDEL, J.M. STRALEY, C.S. BAKER, O. VON ZIEGESAR, M.E. DAHLHEIM, J.M. 
WAITE, J.D. DARLING, G. ELLIS and G.A. GREEN. 1996. Interchange and isolation of 
humpback whales off California and other North Pacific feeding grounds. Marine 
Mammal Science 12: 215-226. 

CALAMBOKIDIS, J., G.H. STEIGER, K. RASMUSSEN, J. URBÁN R., K.C. BALCOMB, P.L. DE 

GUEVARA P., M. SALINAS Z., J.K. JACOBSEN, C.S. BAKER, L.M. HERMAN, S. CERCHIO 
and J.D. DARLING. 2000. Migratory destinations of humpback whales that feed off 
California, Oregon and Washington. Marine Ecology Progress Series 192: 295-304. 

CALAMBOKIDIS, J., G.H. STEIGER, J.M. STRALEY, L.M. HERMAN, S. CERCHIO, D.R. SALDEN, J. 
URBÁN R., J.K. JACOBSEN, O. VON ZIEGESAR, K.C. BALCOMB, C.M. GABRIELE, M.E. 
DAHLHEIM, S. UCHIDA, G. ELLIS, Y. MIYAMURA, P.L. DE GUEVARA P., F. SATO, M. 
YAMAGUCHI, S.A. MIZROCH, L. SCHLENDER, K. RASMUSSEN, J. BARLOW and T.J. QUINN 

ΙΙ. 2001. Movements and population structure of humpback whales in the North Pacific. 
Marine Mammal Science 17: 769-794. 

CALAMBOKIDIS, J., G.H. STEIGER, J.M. STRALEY, T.J. QUINN ΙΙ, L.M. HERMAN, S. CERCHIO, 
D.R. SALDEN, M. YAMAGUCHI, F. SATO, J. URBÁN R., J.K. JACOBSEN, O. VON ZIEGESAR, 
K.C. BALCOMB, C.M. GABRIELE, M.E. DAHLHEIM, N. HIGASHI, S. UCHIDA, J.K.B. FORD, 
Y. MIYAMURA, P.L. DE GUEVARA P., S.A. MIZROCH, L. SCHLENDER and K. RASMUSSEN. 
1997. Abundance and population structure of humpback whales in the North Pacific 
basin. Final Contract Report 50ABNF500113. 72pp. 

CHITTLEBOROUGH, R.G. 1965. Dynamics of two populations of the humpback whale. Megaptera 
novaeangliae (Borowski). Australian Journal of Marine and Freshwater Research 16: 33-
128. 

CLAPHAM, P.J., L.S. BARAFF, C.A. CARLSON, M.A. CHRISTIAN, D.K. MATTILA, C.A. MAYO, 
M.A. MURPHY and S. PITTMAN. 1993. Seasonal occurrence and annual return of 
humpback whales, Megaptera novaeangliae, in the southern Gulf of Maine. Canadian 
Journal of Zoology 72: 440-443. 

CLAPHAM, P.J., and  C.A. MAYO. 1987. Reproduction and recruitment of individually identified 
humpback whales, Megaptera novaeangliae, observed in Massachusetts Bay, 1979-1985. 
Canadian Journal of Zoology 65: 2853-2863. 

CRAIG, A.S., and  L.M. HERMAN. 1997. Sex differences in site fidelity and migration of 
humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) to the Hawaiian Islands. Canadian Journal 
of Zoology 75: 1923-1933. 

DARLING, J.D., J. CALAMBOKIDIS, K.C. BALCOMB, P. BLOEDEL, K. FLYNN, A. MOCHIZUKI, K. 
MORI, F. SATO, H. SUGANUMA and M. YAMAGUCHI. 1996. Movement of a humpback 
whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) from Japan to British Columbia and return. Marine 
Mammal Science 12: 281-287. 



 54 

DARLING, J.D., and  D.J. MCSWEENEY. 1985. Observations on the migrations of North Pacific 
humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae). Canadian Journal of Zoology 63: 308 -
314. 

ELWEN, S., M.A. MEŸER, P.B. BEST, P.G.H. KOTZE, M. THORNTON and S. SWANSON. 2006. 
Range and movements of female heaviside's dolphins (Cephalorhynchus heavisidii), as 
determined by satellite-linked telemetry. Journal of Mammalogy 87: 866–877. 

GREGR, E.J., L. NICHOL, J.K.B. FORD, G. ELLIS and A.W. TRITES. 2000. Migration and 
population structure of northeastern Pacific whales off coastal British Columbia: An 
analysis of commercial whaling records from 1908-1967. Marine Mammal Science 16: 
699-727. 

HEIDE-JØRGENSEN, M.P., R. DIETZ, K.L. LAIDRE, P. RICHARD, J.R. ORR and H.C. SCHMIDT. 
2003. The migratory behaviour of narwhals (Monodon monoceros). Canadian Journal of 
Zoology 81: 1298-1305. 

HILL, J.K., C.D. THOMAS and O.T. LEWIS. 1996. Effects of habitat patch size and isolation on 
dispersal by Hesperia comma butterflies: implications for metapopulation structure. 
Journal of Animal Ecology 65: 725–735. 

KATONA, S.K., B. BAXTER, O. BRAZIER, S. KRAUS, J. PERKINS and H. WHITEHEAD. 1979. 
Identification of humpback whales by fluke photographs. Pages 33-44 in H. E. WINN and 
B. L. OLLA eds. Behavior of marine animals - current perspectives in research. Plenum 
Press New York. 

KATONA, S.K., and  J.A. BEARD. 1990. Population size, migrations and feeding aggregations of 
the humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) in the western North Atlantic Ocean. 
Report of the International Whaling Commission Special Issue 12. 

MARTIN, A.R., S.K. KATONA, D. MATTILA, D. HEMBREE and T.D. WATERS. 1984. Migration of 
humpback whales between the Caribbean and Iceland. Journal of Mammalogy 65: 330-
333. 

MATE, B.R., R. GISINER and J. MOBLEY. 1998. Local and migratory movements of Hawaiian 
humpback whales tracked by satellite telemetry. Canadian Journal of Zoology 76: 863-
868. 

MIZROCH, S.A., L.M. HERMAN, J.M. STRALEY, D.A. GLOCKNER-FERRARI, C. JURASZ, J.D. 
DARLING, S. CERCHIO, C.M. GABRIELE, D.R. SALDEN and O. VON ZIEGESAR. 2004. 
Estimating the adult survival rate of central North Pacific humpback whales (Megaptera 
novaeangliae). Journal of Mammalogy 85: 963-972. 

NISHIWAKI, M. 1966. Distribution and migration of the larger cetaceans in the North Pacific as 
shown by Japanese whaling results. Pages 172-191 in K. S. NORRIS ed. Whales, Dolphins 
and Porpoises. University of California Press, Berkeley, CA. 

O’CORRY-CROWE, G.M., R.S. SUYDAM, A. ROSENBERG, K.J. FROST and A.E. DIZON. 1997. 
Phylogeography, population structure and dispersal patterns of the beluga whale 
Delphinapterus leucas in the western Nearctic revealed by mitochondrial DNA. 
Molecular Ecology 6: 955–970. 



 55 

PERRY, A., C.S. BAKER and L.M. HERMAN. 1990. Population characteristics of individually 
identified humpback whales in the central and eastern North Pacific: A summary and 
critique. Report of the International Whaling Commission (Special Issue 12): 307-317. 

RICE, D.W. 1978. The humpback whale in the North Pacific: Distribution, exploitation and 
numbers. Pages 29-44 in K. S. NORRIS and R. S. REEVES eds. Report on a workshop on 
problems related to humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) in Hawaii. . U.S. Dept. 
of Commerce. 

STEIGER, G.H., J. CALAMBOKIDIS, R. SEARS, K.C. BALCOMB and J.C. CUBBAGE. 1991. 
Movement of humpback whales between California and Costa Rica. Marine Mammal 
Science 7: 306-310. 

STEVICK, P.T., J. ALLEN, P.J. CLAPHAM, S.K. KATONA, F. LARSEN, J. LIEN, D.K. MATTILA, P.J. 
PALSBØLL, R. SEARS, J. SIGURJÓNSSON, T.D. SMITH, G. VIKINGSSON, N. ØIEN and P.S. 
HAMMOND. 2006. Population spatial structuring on the feeding grounds in North Atlantic 
humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae). Journal of Zoology 270: 244-255. 

WHITEHEAD, H. 2001. Analysis of animal movement using opportunistic individual 
identifications: Application to sperm whales. Ecology 82: 1417-1432. 

WILSON, B., P.S. HAMMOND and P.M. THOMPSON. 1999. Estimating size and assessing trends in 
a coastal bottlenose dolphin population. Ecological Applications 9: 288-300. 

 



 56 

4 General conclusions   

The goal of my thesis was to fill critical knowledge gaps concerning the population of humpback 

whales in British Columbia. In order to do this, I set out to determine the most appropriate 

capture-recapture techniques for estimating abundance, and to improve these estimates by 

correcting for biases inherent to the sampling methodology. I also attempted to define stock 

structure in BC based on localized site-fidelity, small-scale regional movement, and breeding 

ground migration patterns. 

4.1. ABUNDANCE MODELS 

My study demonstrated the substantial effects that variation in spatial and temporal effort can 

have on population abundance estimates. The results shown in Chapter 2 suggest that multiple 

models should be used to estimate the abundance of spatially aggregated, migrating species. The 

conservative approach to estimating abundance, when biases in the data cannot be corrected for, 

is to apply models known to under- and over-estimate abundance, and in so doing provide 

realistically bounded ranges. 

4.2. BRITISH COLUMBIA STOCK STRUCTURE 

Humpback whale stock structure in BC was evaluated using 16 years of photo-identification 

data. Whales were seen in all months of the year, but presence was highest between May and 

October, and peaked in September. Almost half of the whales seen returned in multiple years, 

and showed extremely high site-fidelity to localized areas within BC. This has important 

implications for management of this particular population, as localized anthropogenic processes 

could have substantial effects on whales returning to these small feeding localities. There may 

not be a well-demarcated divide between humpback whales in northern and southern BC, 

however, matching rate of humpback whales was shown to decrease linearly with increasing 
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north-south distance. Furthermore, whales in northern BC were more likely to breed in Hawaii, 

while those in southern BC migrated to either Hawaii or Mexico. As such, the data provide some 

support for the existence of two loosely distinct populations of humpback whales to the north 

and south of BC. 

4.3. STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES 

Photo-identification studies are a non-invasive, highly effective tool for cataloguing and keeping 

long-term track of individuals in a population. In order to be applied for mark-recapture analyses 

however, study designs must carefully consider and attempt to meet all assumptions of the 

chosen model. Conventional mark recapture analyses are currently not adequate to deal with the 

dynamic realities of complex populations, particularly those that are widespread, and show a 

combination of both high site fidelity and transience. Although my analysis shows a few of the 

options available for analyzing capture-recapture data given current methodologies and attempts 

to offset some of the common violations, I am not able to provide a better methodology, and can 

only recommend that the effects of effort and of violating assumptions be considered when 

working with such complex populations.  

It is also important to remember that the conclusions shown in my thesis are based on 

“snapshots in time” and cannot be assumed to provide a complete behavioural picture. For 

example, analyses such as the maximum distance observed between sightings represent only this, 

and cannot account for the amount or pattern of movement that occurred between sightings. 

Despite the challenges described, my research is the first to provide an abundance estimate 

specifically for the population of humpback whales in Pacific Canada, and to examine the stock 

structure and site-fidelity of humpback whales in this region. I have also provided support to the 

hypothesis that British Columbia may be comprised of two loosely distinct populations of 
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humpback whales, and I have considered potentially new ways for dealing with and offsetting 

the biases commonly associated with cetacean photo-ID studies over large areas. 

4.4. FUTURE STUDIES AND CONCLUSIONS 

Future research of the population structure in BC would benefit from the use of satellite 

tags and genetic analysis. Satellite tagging would allow for a more complete picture of how 

humpback whales use summer feeding grounds, and whether their fidelity to small, localized 

areas is truly as high as suggested by my research. Analysis of genetic samples collected during 

the SPLASH project (Structure of Populations, Levels of Abundance, and Status of Humpbacks) 

(Calambokidis et al. 2008) will also help to place BC within the context of the North Pacific 

population.  

Much photo-identification data have yet to be analyzed. Although long-term identification 

catalogues exist for southeastern Alaska and Washington, there has yet to be a dedicated 

matching of these to the BC catalogue. If BC whales regularly occur in US waters, and vice 

versa, cooperative international management plans would be a more suitable strategy. Matching 

individuals between the existing catalogues is therefore an important next step. There is also 

little understanding of the migratory corridors used by this species. This too could benefit from 

tracking individuals using satellite tagging and from the further matching of the BC catalogue to 

breeding ground catalogues. 

As attempts are made to balance expanding human resource needs with diminishing 

wildlife habitat, governments are asked to manage the growing number of species that are listed 

as threatened or endangered. Yet for many of these populations, basic life history parameters that 

would allow for ‘progress-checking’ and effective implementation of adaptive management 

plans are lacking. Attaining this knowledge is essential to formulating informed and enforceable 

population management decisions. One of the major tenets of adaptive management is the ability 
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to assess changes in populations, and in the case of species at risk, evaluate the efficacy of 

implemented recovery strategies. With the recent implementation of the Canadian Species at 

Risk Act (2003), determining cetacean life history parameters and management concerns, such 

as ‘critical habitat’, are more important than ever. Conducting thorough photo-identification 

surveys can provide this information, assuming models can be developed that use data 

realistically, acknowledging the practical limitations of data collection. My study has provided 

information on abundance, distribution, movements, and population structure, allowing 

ecologically pertinent questions to be answered about the population of humpback whales in 

British Columbia.  
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