
    OrcaLab 2022 Report 

In a happy contrast to last year, OrcaLab’s summer 2022 was 
virtually unaffected by the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic. We were 
careful and took precautions, including testing arriving volunteers 
and visitors, and had no cases of Covid during the summer 
season. To our delight, the easing of travel restrictions enabled 
several of our long time overseas volunteers to join us.  


We had a great group of new volunteers including two young 
women from Germany who arrived together mid June (not knowing 
each other previously) and helped us set up the camp before 
others began arriving early in July.  


They quickly learned the Lab’s routines, assisting newcomers, and 
proved invaluable throughout the summer. Our group, which 

included two “Workaway” couples, was large and diverse; everyone got along well with each 
other, worked hard, loved being at OrcaLab, learned a lot, and had fun together.  


Helping to make things easier for our volunteers, we upgraded our camp kitchen by adding more 
secure food storage in a new stainless steel (bear proof) cabinet.




As usual, we ran our Lab 24/7 in 3 hour shifts throughout the summer season. During daytime, 
one person is stationed on the outside deck of the Lab and and two inside. The outside job is 
observing activity in Blackney Pass. It includes 9 scheduled daily scans using “Big Eyes” 
binoculars in which every detail, from whales to boats is recorded in a growing data base that 
profiles activity in Blackney Pass and enables us to follow changes over years. The  inside jobs 
are listening to hydrophones through earphones, making acoustic recordings, operating remote 
cameras, making log book entries and managing social media. The acoustic recordings made 
whenever orcas, humpbacks and dolphins are heard enable us to track these cetaceans day 
and night throughout the 50 sq.km area covered by our network of 7 hydrophones.  


A shout of “Orca!” from the observer positioned outside brings everyone to the Lab deck, which 
instantly becomes a hive of activity, with cameras and spotting scopes deployed and 
observations relayed from outside to inside.  


Our Base and Sea Lions video cameras, which have very long zoom lenses, are controlled on 
separate computers inside the Lab and follow the orcas as they traverse Blackney Pass until they 
eventually go out of our view. When travelling south and entering Johnstone Strait we see the 
orcas on our remote camera at Cracroft Point, and continue to follow them with our remote 
cameras and hydrophones as they head east in Johnstone Strait. Typically, they make their way 
to the Robson Bight (Michael Bigg) Ecological Reserve and the rubbing beaches beyond. When 
travelling north into Blackfish Sound, we follow the whales  on our Flower Island camera until they 
go out of sight, often at the end of the day in glorious sunset light. We stream live video and 
audio via explore.org during daylight hours, and live audio 24/7 via orca-live.net as part of our 
educational outreach. During nights, Lab shifts are assisted by long time volunteers in Japan 
who are well versed in orca acoustics and listen to our live audio stream during their day, making 
comments and helping with acoustic identifications.


http://explore.org
http://orca-live.net


We usually expect the first Northern Residents to arrive at the beginning of July. In 2022 they 
were a little later than usual, but in the early hours of July 12th we heard their familiar sounds on 
our Flower Island hydrophone as a large  group consisting of several A Clan families came into 
Blackfish Sound. There was instant excitement in our Lab and around the camp. Finally! 


We had been getting a bit anxious, partly because we have been seeing changes in the orcas’ 
behaviour over the years that make us wonder about their commitment to our area. It has been 
officially designated as Critical Habitat for the Northern Resident Orca Community because for 
the 50+ years we’ve been observing them, families in the community have predictably come 
here to feast, meet, and enjoy the rubbing beaches. In the early days most families of the 3 clans 
spent at least part of their summer here, but some don’t come at all now, and in recent years 
we’ve seen subtle changes in the pattern of visits that concern us. Last year we thought the end 
of season visits by the A34 matriline were a sign of their discomfort with the presence of boats 
following them around. This summer they came for just one day, arriving in dense fog, and then 
left. Adding to our concern, the 2022 season was unusually short.  After nearly 2 months of 
“regular” activity by a core group of 4 matrilines in July and August, they suddenly left at the 
beginning of September., a month that is normally part of the community’s summer season. 
Their abrupt departure happened in the context of the best abundance of salmon, the fish 
Resident orcas rely on, that we’ve had in years. To the time of this report, (mid November) they 
have still not returned, leaving g us without a clear explanation.  


OrcaLab’s 2022 began with a huge storm that hit our 
coast on January 1st. Unknown to us at the time, wind 
and waves destroyed the power infrastructure at the 
Strider rubbing beach and caused considerable damage 
at the Main rubbing beach. We thought at the time that 
poor winter solar conditions had reduced battery power at 
these sites to a point where the hydrophones failed, so 
waited for increasing daylight to return them to normal 
function. That didn’t happen, and it took until March before 
our caretakers could visit the sites. What they found 
astonished  them, and us. The solar array we’d built at 
Strider lay in a tangle of twisted metal and broken panels; 
the hydrophone cables at Main and Strider had been 
damaged, with the one at Main being hit by such force 
that the big box housing the batteries and electronics had 
been pulled off its platform.   




We were forced to start over, and by late June had rebuilt the Strider power infrastructure in a 
lower profile that we hope will withstand storm events in the coming winter.  


Another downbeat note for us in 2022 was the absence of our main vessel June Cove which 
needed extensive repairs that are still incomplete after colliding with a rock in September 2021.  
We were fortunate in having our much smaller vessel Sonic as a substitute, making weekly town 
runs for supplies and carrying equipment and work crews to remote sites. While very helpful, 
Sonic is inadequate for the future, and because the June Cove was built in 1995 we are actively 
looking into possibilities for having a new vessel built.


By the end of June, in time for the orcas’ arrival, we had replaced the hydrophones at Main and 
Strider.  We also reinstalled the surface and underwater cameras at Strider before the orcas 
arrived.




We were unable to install a functioning surface camera at the 
Main rubbing beach.  However, we did reinstall the 
underwater camera there which gave us occasional glimpses 
of the orcas as they rubbed.  While not getting as complete  
a picture of the rubs as we get with a surface camera, the 
Main hydrophone enabled us to collect rubbing beach data 
there for the 22nd year running. We look forward to the end 
of the current season when we will be able to continue with 
the comparison of use of the two beaches. 


We were also assisted by observations from the BC Parks “Cliff” research site opposite Robson 
Bight. The Cliff crew was additionally very helpful in keeping us informed about the movements of 
the whales while in Johnstone Strait.


Work on the British Columbia hydrophone network project (BCCHN) continued apace in 2022, 
this being the 3rd of the 4 years of funding received under Canada’s Nature Fund programme. 
Some of the work was catchup after last winter’s storms. We reinstalled icListen calibrated 
hydrophones at Main, Strider and Parson Island in June, and then later in the summer at Flower 
Island when that important hydrophone failed unexpectedly. In addition, we installed a new 
icListen hydrophone at Cracroft Point. We now have 7 icListen hydrophones in our network that 
collect data 24/7on NAS drives in our Lab. The upshot is that we’re acquiring a massive data 
base that reflects not just orca and humpback acoustics, but data on ocean conditions and 
impacts of boat noise as well. 




The BCCHN project is currently developing tools which will source and track the distribution of 
whales when vocal in the area, and in the next year will launch an interactive website which will 
give scientists and others real time access to our hydrophones.  


So many heart warming moments happened in 2022. One was the arrival of Springer with her 
two babies Spirit and Storm on July 20th. They stayed for 3 days, accompanying the A35s,  
returned on July 25, accompanying the A5s for 4 days, and when the A5s left joining up with the 
A30s for 2 more days. Then at very the end of August and beginning of September she spent 2 
more days with the visiting I15s of G clan. Each time, Springer and her babies engaged 
enthusiastically in group rub sessions at the Strider and Main rubbing beaches, even giving us 
wonderful glimpses of her underwater. 


The now annual return of humpback whales is so encouraging. Hunted to near extinction on this 
coast they now number in the hundreds. Identifying flukes and dorsal fins is a daily challenge 
from May through November. 




Another wonderful moment was the sudden appearance of two tiny, days old fawns on the 
beach near our house. The mum brought them into our garden and seemed unperturbed, 
munching on a gorse bush while her babies snuggled together in a mossy bed under a 
rhododendron. Everyone got their cameras out  It was a genuine paparazzi moment! 


In August, our videographer Megan Hockin-Bennet and her friend 
Shari Manning were again able to spend the month at our Cracroft 
Point out-camp, filming and photographing orcas as they passed 
by, to and from Blackney Pass. The results were a stunning 
collection of videos and still images. 


                                        ———


Our esteemed colleague, Prof.Hervé Glotin from the University of 
Toulon spent 2 weeks with us in July, adding a transducer to his 4 
hydrophone array to improve our ability to identify the location of 
orca calls, and installing a separate very high frequency 
hydrophone that enables a detailed view of the clicks made by 
orcas and dolphins in their pursuit off prey. It’s an exciting 
development for our work.




The greatest visual highlights of our summer came via our Strider surface and underwater 
cameras. Our cameras afford the only access to the orcas rubbing behaviours as the Strider and 
Main rubbing beaches are protected and off limits. We work within the Reserve by permission of 
BC Parks. We were often held spellbound in our Lab watching the orcas rub their bodies in the 
beds of smooth pebbles that make up the Strider rubbing  beach. Our surface camera followed 
the action continuously while our underwater camera  caught glimpses as the orcas passed by. 
On one occasion the water directly below the camera was so clear the image seemed to have 
no surface at all. Unreal moments that sometimes lasted for hours. The Explore audience was 
enthralled as well, and on the occasions when we streamed what was happening to Explore’s 
Facebook page, hundreds of thousands of other people joined us. In a word used too frequently 
these days, it was awesome!


On the acoustic front, we made many wonderful recordings of orcas during the summer, 
including ones that get us closer to discriminating between the A50 and A54 matrilines of the 
A30 pod. Then as summer ended, we were once again entranced by humpbacks seemingly 
tuning up for their long journey back to Hawaii or Mexico where the males (yes, apparently just 
the males) sing their hearts out. This is a link to a recording we made on September 24th:


https://soundcloud.com/user-361819329/the-daily-humpback


As summer drew to a close, Stellar sea lions began to return from their rookeries, first occupying 
rocks across Blackney Pass from us, and then hauling out on rocks near us where they bask in 
the sun, snuggle together, leave to go fishing, sometimes chasing fish into our bays, and add a 
deep throated acoustic layer to our soundscape with their growls. The view on our Sea Lions 
camera is intimate and offers detailed insights into their habits throughout their stay at this winter 
haul-out site. The Explore audience stays fully engaged right until Spring when the sea lions 
leave here to journey back to the central coast.


https://soundcloud.com/user-361819329/the-daily-humpback


Summing up our 2022 year, we can say it has been wonderful and productive year for OrcaLab 
in many ways, on both whale and human fronts.


We are deeply grateful to the many organisations and individuals who make our work for whales 
and oceans possible.  Thank you so much!


All our best wishes to you all, and please take very good care,



