
A plan to tag endangered southern resident killer whales that
ply both sides of the international border between British
Columbia, Canada and the United States is meeting with
growing opposition, now on the Canadian side of the border. 

Despite efforts between Canada and the United States to
develop a coordinated strategy for the recovery of these
endangered whales, a unilateral decision was made by the US
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)
to attach satellite tags to the bodies of resident killer whales. 

Raincoast Conservation Foundation (Raincoast) contends
that the nominal information that might be generated from
deploying these tags on the fins of endangered killer whales
simply does not justify the risk of serious injury resulting from
the tags. This is a small, exceptionally vulnerable population
of whales where the loss of individuals from any ensuing
infection could have broader implications. The risk to
individual and population health from this type of invasive
research isn’t worth it. 

While researchers on both sides of the border would like to
know more about the habits of killer whales, especially during
the winter, these tags are unlikely to answer such questions on
their own. Information from the tags would provide data on
location only, and only for the animal tagged, not necessarily
the whole pod of whales, and for only the limited time the tag
remains attached to the whale. 

These are long-lived animals that hunt for salmon up and
down of coast North America. Having a snapshot of their
position in these waters will not paint a picture of their ecology
and biology over the lifetime (up to 90 years) of these animals.
The attachment is designed to come off the whale on the basis
of rejection by the animal’s immune system. This can happen
in as little as three weeks. 

Tags would not provide information on the depths at
which whales were feeding, what they were feeding on, what
their distribution was being driven by, or any of the ecological
and biological context needed to make management decisions
about food supply or critical habitat. This additional
information would have to be gathered separately, for location
information to be useful. Given that broader seasonal, multi-

year and feeding information is what researchers and
managers desire, this risks the health of an individual whale
with no certainty of useful information. 

Southern resident killer whales are endangered because of
chemical pollution, noise and disturbance, and declining
salmon abundance. With a weakened immune system from
pollution exposure, wounds (from tagging) can become more
readily infected and lead to serious illness or death.

Secondly, attaching the tags will increase stress and
disturbance resulting from close following and harassment of
the targeted whale and its pod members. 

Raincoast has been a long standing advocate for, and
practitioner of, non-invasive research methods. For example,
our decade-long coastal wolf study was done without collaring
or capture of any wolves. 

Instead, we utilized a ‘facts from faeces’ approach,
gathering a myriad of information, including dietary and
distributional data, extracted from minute quantities of DNA
from over a thousand wolf scats collected over multiple years
of intensive field work. 

In their paper ‘Faecal-centric Approaches to Wildlife
Ecology and Conservation; Methods, Data and Ethics’,
published in the scientific journal Wildlife Biology in Practice,
Raincoast carnivore scientists Chris Darimont, Heather Bryan
and Paul Paquet, along with the University of Victoria’s Tom
Reimchen, discussed the comparative value, and explored the
ethical considerations, of invasive versus non-invasive
research methods. 

In this case the carnivore research subjects were coastal
wolves, but what these scientists concluded is equally
transferable to the ‘wolves of the sea’. To paraphrase, their
contention is that when the two methods are equally
efficacious in answering required research questions, the non-
invasive method becomes the only ethical option—a
perspective, they point out, that is increasingly codified as
policy governing research activities. 

There is plenty that scientists have learned, and can
continue to learn, by using non-invasive techniques and
alternative research strategies. 0
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