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Like	last	year,	OrcaLab’s	summer	in	2021	was	deeply	affected	by	the	Covid-19	

pandemic.		Once	again,	many	of	our	regular	volunteers	were	unable	to	come	to	
Canada.		We	relied	on	a	few	“old”	assistants	who	were	already	in	Canada,	along	with	a	
few	new		ones	that	included	Canadians,	and	ourselves.		Some	of	our	daily	needs	were	
met	by		“Workaway”	couples	who	helped	keep	things	running	smoothly.		Two	of	our	
long	time	Japanese	assistants	were	a	great	help	during	our	night	and	their	day,	
listening	to	our	orca-live	audio	stream	and	helping	new	volunteers	on	night	shifts	
understand	what	was	happening.	Despite	deficiencies,	absences	and	challenges,	we	
were	in	many	ways	able	to	carry	on	with	our	work	as	usual,	running	our	Lab	24/7	
through	the	summer	season.		So	altogether,	2021	has	been	a	successful	year	for	our	
work	at	OrcaLab,	and	in	some	ways	remarkably	so.


The	orcas	came	into	our	area	at	their	traditional	time	in	early	summer,	with	the	A30	
matriline	of	A1	pod	and	the	A23	and	A25	matrilines	of	A5	pod	arriving	together	on	
July	2nd.		Two	weeks	later	we	were	delighted	to	see	Springer	and	her	2	babies.		We	
were	relieved	that	Springer’s	second	baby	Storm	had	survived	the	winter,	as	we	had	
worried	about	her/his	malnourished	appearance	last	year.		That	Storm	survived	and	
looked	healthy	is	a	great	testament	to	Springer	‘s	capabilities	as	a	mother.		She	visited	
our	area	twice	in	July	and	again	in	August,	joining	several	other	families	from	the	A5	
and	A1	pods.		July	proved	to	be	unusual,	in	that	no	orcas	at	all	were	present	for	a	
week	after	July	8th.		August	was	also	unusual	in	that	the	I15	pod	of	G	Clan	was	the	
only	group	present	for	a	full	3	weeks.		After	that,	many	Northern	Resident	families	
joined	them	and	summer	became	the	busy	social	scene	we	are	used	to	seeing.		On	
August	27th,	a	total	of	60	orcas	were	present.		By	mid	September,	all	the	families	who	
came	into	our	area	had	left,	heading	north.		As	happened	last	year,	the	A34	matriline	
of	the	A1	pod	was	totally	absent	during	the	summer.		The	family	returned	right	at	the	
end	of	the	whale-watching	season	in	mid	October	and	stayed	in	our	area	for	more	



than	2	weeks.		The	timing	of	their	visit	left	us	pondering	the	impact	of	vessels	
following	the	whales	around	so	persistently	during	the	summer.				


Members	of	the	A34	matriline;		photo	credit,	Jared	Towers	


An	unexpected	highlight	of	this	summer	was	provided	by	a	young	Bulgarian	
volunteer	who	is	a	veterinary	student	at	a	Canadian	university,		She	took	on	the	
identification	of	every	humpback	whale	who	appeared	in	Blackney	Pass,	the	
waterway	adjacent	to	OrcaLab,	sharing	her	photos	and	findings	with	researchers	at	
the	Marine	Research	and	Education	Society	who	annually	produce	a	humpback	
catalogue	that	identifies	all	the	humpbacks	in	northern	Vancouver	Island.		Kamilla’s	
enthusiasm	was	passed	on	to	another	volunteer	when	she	left,	who	in	turn	passed	it	
on	again.		The	upshot	was	humpbacks	becoming	a	real	second	focus	for	our	work	that	
will	continue	into	the	future.		Reinforcing	this,	our	new	icListen	hydrophones	have	
provided	stunning	recordings	of	humpback	songs	that	are	literally	mesmerising.




This	year	we	succeeded	in	installing	remote	surface	and	underwater	cameras	at	a	
third	rubbing	beach.		Called	“Kaizumi”	it	is	located	between	Kaikash	Creek	and	Izumi	
Rock	on	the	Vancouver	Island	shoreline.		The	Kaizumi	beach	has	become	favoured	by	
the	orcas	for	rubbing	in	recent	years.		It	is	more	popular	than	the	“Main”	beach,	which	
has	undergone	changes	that	we	think	have	resulted	from	logging	in	the	adjacent	
Schmidt	Creek	watershed.		Our	hope,	and	the	reason	for	installing	remote	cameras	at	
Kaizumi,	is	that	the	beach	will	become	officially	protected	from	human	intrusion.		
This	can	be	accomplished	in	one	of	two	ways	–	by	extending	the	western	boundary	of	
the	Ecological	Reserve	at	Robson	Bight	to	include	Kaizumi,	or	to	have	it	designated	as	
a	Marine	Protected	Area.		During	the	summer	of	2021	we	recorded	many	“rubs”	at	
Kaizumi	,	from	both	our	surface	and	underwater	cameras.	We	were	often	held	
spellbound	in	our	Lab	as	we	watched.		This	photo	is	a	glimpse	of	what	we	saw	while	
watching	the	Kaizumi	underwater	camera:


The	Kazumi	surface	camera	enabled	us	to	document	an	unfortunate	incident	in	which	
a	drone	operated	by	a	film	crew	camped	on	the	beach	hovered	close	above	orcas	from	
the	I15	pod	while	they	were	rubbing.		It	was	a	blatant	violation	of	Canada’s	marine	
mammal	regulations,	so	we	reported	what	we	had	seen	to	authorities.		We	have	been	
asked	for	witness	statements	along	with	the	video	recordings	we	made	at	the	time,	
and	recordings	of	rubs	when	there	was	no	human	presence		If	charges	are	laid,	the	
incident	is	likely	to	be	heard	in	court	and	will	strengthen	the	case	for	protecting	the	
Kaizumi	beach.		We	are	hopeful	that	by	next	summer	the	orcas	will	have	Kaizumi	to	
themselves..




In	2021	we	again	installed	an	underwater	camera	as	well	as	a	surface	camera	at	the	
“Strider”	rubbing	beach	which	is	a	short	distance	to	the	west	of	the	“Main”	beach.		
The	camera	was	a	PTZ	model	provided	by	Explore.org.		it	gave	us	and	our	world-wide	
audience	intimate	views	of	the	orcas	as	they	played	in	the	deep	beds	of	smooth	
pebbles	that	make	up	the	beach.	Rubs	at	Strider	sometimes	lasted	for	hours,	
enthralling	those	of	us	who	were	watching	in	our	Lab	along	withß	Explore’s	
international	audience.		This	photo	is	a	moment	during	a	Strider	rub:


Many	upgrades	to	our	systems	were	accomplished	in	2021.		One	of	our	technically	
proficient	volunteers,	Quin	McIntire,	was	such	a	huge	help	that	Explore.org	hired	him	
to	help	maintain	our	wireless	radio	and	camera	networks.		


Early	in	the	summer	we	installed	a	new	video	camera	at	Flower	Island	in	Blackfish	
Sound	that	enabled	us	to	follow	the	orcas	visually	over	a	much	greater	range.		This	
summer	we	were	often	able	to	track	orcas	visually	as	well	as	acoustically	from	the	
time	they	entered	to	the	time	they	left	our	area.		The	Flower	camera	quickly	became	a	
favourite,	capturing	spectacular	sunsets	as	well	as	intimate	moments.	The	male	
humpback	Inukshuk	relaxing	close	to	the	Flower	camera	after	singing	an	exquisite	
song	was	a	singular	moment	we	will	long	remember	-	the	first	time	we	recorded	an	
identified	individual	male	humpback	both	visually	and	acoustically.




2021	was	year	3	of	the	British	Columbia	Coast-wide	Hydrophone	Network	(BCCHN)	
initiative,	in	which	we’ve	joined	other	NGOs	along	with	First	Nations	to	establish	a	
network	of	high	quality	calibrated	hydrophones	in	key	locations	for	cetacean	activity,	
from	north	to	south	in	British	Columbia’s	coastal	waters.		So	far,	18	of	a	planned	21	
hydrophones	have	been	deployed,	including	6	in	our	area.		The	remaining	
hydrophones,	including	two	in	our	area	will	be	installed	in	2022.		Besides	collecting	
data	24/7	the	new	hydrophones	have	provided	orca	and	humpback	acoustic	
recordings	far	superior	in	technical	quality	than	previously.		A	caveat	here	is	that	
decades	ago	we	were	able	to	make	fabulous	recordings	with	World	War	II	technology,	
thanks	to	the	genius	of	our	late	friend	Bill	ter	Brugge.			




Infrastructure	improvements	in	2021	included	making	the	campsite	safer	from	
grizzly	bears	by	installing	a	bear-proof	box	for	storing	food	in	the	camp	kitchen,	and	
enclosing	the	generator	shed	to	eliminate	odours	from	fuel.		We	had	just	one	grizzly	
incident	during	the	summer,	when	a	bear	passed	through	the	camp	without	pausing,	
and	disappeared	into	the	forest.		In	the	Lab,	our	carpenter	Mark	McCallum	installed	
new	windows	in	the	upper	level	that	succeeded	in	shedding	rain	that	was	
endangering	the	equipment	below.		In	the	Main	house,	Mark	finished	insulating	the	
living	room	ceiling	and	making	the	room	a	lovely	and	much	warmer	space.		On	the	
energy	front,	new	equipment	we’ve	installed	in	the	Lab	has	led	to	a	significant	
increase	in	power	consumption.		Solar	energy	provides	most	of	our	power	needs	
during	the	summer,	but	winter	is	a	problem.		We	have	begun	work	on	a	micro	hydro	
system	with	the	aim	of	reducing	generator	run	time.		Next	year	we	should	be	able	to	
report	energy	progress.


One	down	note	for	2021	was	that	our	trusty	workhorse	vessel	June	Cove,	now	in	her	
25th	year,	struck	a	rock	in	September	while	taking	a	work	crew	to	the	Kaizumi	beach	
to	install	armour	on	the	hydrophone	cable	that	protects	it	from	winter	storms.		The	
landing	on	the	beach	was	difficult	because	of	weather,	as	was	the	the	departure.		The	
upshot	was	that	besides	the	damage	to	the	propellers,	June	Cove	developed	engine	
problems	that	have	proven	difficult	to	deal	with.		We	are	hopeful	that	the	problems	
can	be	solved	and	we	will	have	June	Cove	back	in	the	water,	but	the	timing	is	
uncertain.		In	the	meantime	our	small	open	vessel	Sonic	is	filling	in,	bringing	supplies	
on	town	runs	and	making	maintenance	trips	to	remote	sites.		




To	end	this	summary	of	our	2021,	we	want	to	express	our	deep	appreciation	of	the	
kind	support	we	receive	from	the	many	organisations	and	individuals	who	make	our	
work	for	whales	and	oceans	possible.	Thank	you	so	much!


Please	take	very	good	care,	everyone,	and	stay	safe!





Paul	Spong	&	Helena	Symonds,

Co-directors	of	OrcaLab



