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WHALE RESEARCH – WHY WE DO THE RESEARCH 
WE DO 
By Prof Ken Findlay 
Tuesday 17 May 2016 
At 19h00 (please note the later starting time) 
at the Green House. All welcome. 
 

 
 

Concerned Hermanus residents have claimed that 
there seemed to be fewer Southern Right Whales in 
Walker Bay last year. Is that so and, if so, why? Did 
they go somewhere else? Did they flee the loud music 
and activity emanating from Hermanus, as some 
people have suggested? What does the research 
show? Professor Findlay is the best person to tell us. 
He describes his research on our favourite cetaceans 
as follows: 
 

“Primarily we do research about whales to build up a 
sound database of information for purposes of 
conserving the species. In South Africa we focus on 
the southern right whale, the humpback whale and 
the blue whale. All this research is carried out in the 
context of current ocean conservation and 
management issues. 
 

It is a big task. There are more than 50 resident and 
migratory whale and dolphin species in the Southern 
African sub-region and the associated Southern Ocean 
region. These include eight species of large whale, the 
majority of which were subject to severe pressure 
from uncontrolled whaling in the last century. Even 
now, we have not built up adequate knowledge of 
most species for us to be able to put in place 
measures to conserve and manage their populations. 
 

We work on a project basis. For instance, with 
southern rights, researchers have been running a 
photographic identification project that is now in its 
37th year.  The humpback whale research project 
collects data about numbers of whales, population 
and stock recovery and seasonal movement patterns 
across the Southern African, South Atlantic and 
Western Indian Ocean and Arabian Sea regions. The 
blue whale research work includes acoustic 
investigations of seasonal movement and distribution 
off the west coast of Southern Africa and Antarctica. 
We are especially interested in a blue whale “hotspot” 
off the Queen Maud Land coast of Antarctica. 
 

The presentation will give many examples of how we 
collect data, how we interpret it and how we use it to 
protect whales.” 
 

Prof Ken Findlay has been involved in whale research 
in the Southern African region, in the Arabian Sea 
region, and in the Southern Ocean since the late 
1980s. He has been a member of the Scientific 
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Committee of the International Whaling Commission 
(IWC) since 1997, and is a member of the IUCN 
Cetacean Specialist Group. He is currently the 
Research Chair: Oceans Economy at the Cape 
Peninsula University of Technology, but the content of 
his talk will focus on his previous position of Director 
of the University of Pretoria’s Mammal Research 
Institute Whale Unit. 
 

MUSHROOMING IN MAY 
 

Our Eco-Adventure in May takes you mushrooming in 
the Hemel en Aarde Valley where Sheraine van Wyk 
will help you to identify edible mushrooms.  
 

 
Graphic credit: Nick Gustafson 
 

The adventure will end with the usual surprise, but it 
involves a mushroom lunch specially prepared for us 
by Mogg’s Country Kitchen. The cost of the adventure 
will include lunch. 
 

Tuesday 17 May 
11h00 – 14h00 
R180 pp including lunch 
More details on booking 
 

REPORT-BACK ON OUR APRIL TALK 
 
Our April talk explored some of the local research 
being conducted to inform management decisions 
when it comes to protecting our marine species. 
 
Mary Rowlinson of the White Shark Diving Company 
described how Baited Underwater Video research is 
conducted.  Her results show that data obtained with 
baited remote underwater videos (BRUVs) correlate 
well with controlled angling surveys (CAS). She 
compared the information about fish numbers 
obtained by the two different methods and concluded 
that underwater cameras could produce reliable 
routine fish surveys. This method is much easier and 
cheaper than other fish survey methods. 

Meaghen McCord, founding Director of the SA Shark 
Conservancy (SASC), described the various research 
projects conducted by SASC. 
 

Their research on Elasmobranchs (sharks, skates and 
rays) focuses on understanding the biology and 
ecology of sharks, skates and rays for management 
purposes. To track these elasmobranchs and their 
habits, they use conventional tagging, measuring size 
and shape, genetic studies and stable isotope 
analyses. So far they have tagged more than 1000 
elasmobranchs, representing 25 species. SASC also 
use BRUVS in their research in Walker Bay.  
 

Together with Southern Right Charters, SASC also 
researches the behaviour of whales and dolphins, 
especially Southern Right Whales in Walker Bay. They 
track these animals, using various techniques, 
including photo identification of individuals. Southern 
Right numbers appeared to be below normal in 2015, 
but no conclusions can be drawn from one year’s 
statistics. 
 

Plastics, especially micro-plastics, are a serious threat 
to all marine life. Plastic degrades into tiny fragments 
called micro-plastics that are almost unnoticeable to 
the naked eye, but are ingested by marine creatures 
that mistake it for plankton. These particles 
accumulate toxins that are concentrated up the food 
chain until they are eventually eaten by people. SASC 
is monitoring the rate of deposition and accumulation 
of macro- and micro-plastics on the beaches of Walker 
Bay in order to contribute to suitable educational 
interventions. 
 

 
 
Mary Rowlinson (left) with Meaghen McCord after 
their talk. 
 

CLIFF PATH ADVENTURE 
 

Friday 22 April saw the first of the winter rain storms, 
or rather wind storms. As a result we had to cancel 



3 | P a g e  
 

this adventure.  However, we will try to offer it later in 
the year when the weather is kinder. 
 

THANKS TO FISHERHAVEN TRAVELLER'S LODGE 
 

 
 

WCC was delighted with feedback we received from 
Fisherhaven Traveller’s Lodge on social media about 
our butt bin. 
 
Thank you Whale Coast Conservation for creating this 
innovative contraption. You have afforded us the 
opportunity of providing the solution to a growing 
problem by obtaining and donating a butt bin to our 
beloved Bot River Lagoon Mouth parking area. It 
would be great to see other businesses take up this 
worthy cause, find an area and be proactive in keeping 
our coastline clean. Whale Coast Conservation has an 
abundance of stock on hand. 
 
Thank you Fisherhaven Travellers’ Lodge for your kind 
words and for placing one of our bins in an area that 
needs it. Any other organisations or businesses that 
would like to sponsor one of these bins? 
 

GOING OFF-GRID (AND ON THE ROOF) WITH 
ROB FRYER 
 

 
 

Whale Coast Conservation's latest solar power 
installation... 2.5 kW of solar PV panels coupled with a 
5 kVA Mecer solar hybrid inverter and eight 102 Ahr 
batteries. Whale Coast Conservation is an authorised 
Mustek dealer... Watch this space for solar power 
deals unequalled in the Overberg!  
 

Well done Rob and assistant Denfred Bruintjies. 
 

CONGRATULATIONS GANSBAAI ACADEMIA 
 

 
 
Congratulations Gansbaai Academia High School and 
Principal Mr Tommy Wilson (4th from left) on your first 
harvest from your vegetable garden. Whale Coast 
Conservation is proud to support you through our 
Youth Environment Programme (YEP). 
 

WE WADDLED FOR PENGUINS 
 

African Penguin numbers have fallen dramatically and 
are already lower than what is needed for a 
genetically viable population.  Urgent conservation 
attention is essential to encourage the numbers of 
this endangered bird to grow.  Public awareness and 
support of penguin conservation is one way to bring 
the matter under the spotlight.  
 

 
 

Monday 11 to Saturday 16 April 2016 saw the annual 
penguin waddle come to town.  The waddlers are a 
group of concerned animal keepers and conservators. 
Whale Coast Conservation organised for our schools 
from Gansbaai to Pringle Bay to support them. 
 

 

https://www.facebook.com/Fisherhaventravellerslodge/
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WATER EXPO GOES TO GANSBAAI & STANFORD 
 

During April WCC took its educational expo about 
water and water saving to Gansbaai Academia, 
Laerskool Gansbaai, Gansbaai Primêr and Die Bron 
Laerskool in Stanford. 
 

About 400 learners from certain grades were selected 
to attend the Expo which practically illustrates the 
water topics in the curriculum.  
 

 
 
Christoff Longland explained the rationale for Walking 
for Water - to raise awareness that many people 
around the world do not have access to clean water. 
 

  
 

Sheraine van Wyk explained the ecosystem services 
we receive from wetlands. These include water 
filtration by the soil, and releasing water slowly so 
that we still have running water in the dry season. The 
learners were intrigued by the demonstration of how 
wetlands filter water. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

 
 

Shirley Mgoboza showed how human activities impact 
water from catchment to coast. She also illustrated 
how the price of food has been influenced by the 
drought over the last year. 

 
 

Anina Lee asked the learners to challenge the 
conventional wisdom of advocating showering over 
bathing to save water. They were astounded to find 
that we only save water if we shower for less than 3 
minutes. 
 

The water expo is part of the Youth Environment 
Programme (YEP) sponsored by the AVI Community 
Trust in the Gansbaai schools.  
 

SANDCASTLE COMPETITION 
 

Dutchies Restaurant at Grotto celebrated Freedom 
Day and Koningsdag with a sandcastle competition on 
Grotto Beach. Whale Coast Conservation was asked to 
be the judge.  
 

 
 

The opportunity to involve the children in a fun 
educational activity couldn’t be resisted. Feeding 
plough shells is always a winner.  This budding young 
scientist is studying the feeding plough shells. 
 

Proudly sponsored by: 
 

G & R RAIMONDO 

CHARITABLE TRUST 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Johan and 

Catherine 

Conradie 

 
Compiled and written by Anina Lee 


