
OrcaLab 2023 report 

The Covid crisis pretty much over, 2023 was a much more normal year at OrcaLab than in 
the previous two.  We were able to welcome assistants and visitors largely without 
precautions and concerns.  The result was a more relaxed atmosphere welcomed by all.  


There was however one change that was not welcomed, but rather cause for concern.  
The Northern Resident orcas delayed their arrival in our area by a full month.  Looking 
back several decades, we usually expected the “resident” orcas to arrive by the 
beginning of July, and move in and out of our area for months. This habit led to the 
Johnstone Strait-Blackfish Sound area becoming known as the “Core Area” for Northern 
Resident orcas.  Eventually, it became  officially recognised as Critical Habitat for them, a 
designation that requires government to take protective measures. Sadly, in large part this 
has not happened.  A few years ago, our expectation had shifted to arrival in mid July.  
We were so confident about this that we told some of this year’s visitors (Kristin & Marcel) 
that coming mid July would almost certainly enable them to see orcas.  Not so.  This year, 
the orcas’ arrival  stretched and stretched until by early August we began to wonder 
whether they would come at all.  Remarkably, our rather large group of volunteers, who 
had come expecting to be busy with orcas day and night, took the orcas’ absence in their 
stride, remaining cheerful throughout while doing routine tasks like nine visual scans of 
Blackney Pass, and chores like sweeping decks and chopping wood for “Amia”, the 
wood burning stove that keeps us fed. 


Then, at 3;30 am on August 15th, Carla on night shift in the Lab, heard distant “Northern 
Resident” calls.  At the same time, Claire heard them on a speaker beside her bed.  At 
last!  The calls were on the Flower Island hydrophone which monitors Blackfish Sound.  A 
collective sigh of relief echoed around the camp, and soon everyone was in the Lab, 
excitedly listening to earphones and figuring out who was there.  The first arrivals turned 
out to be the A23s, Corky’s family, which includes her brother Fife (A60) and sister Ripple 
(A43)


A couple of hours later, as the tide turned to flood, we sighted them heading past us 
though Blackney Pass and into Johnstone Strait.  It felt like a homecoming.  Fife was a bit 
ahead of the others. He turned out to be one of the most interesting individuals this 
summer, often in the lead, but oddly he did not participate in group rubs at any of the 
rubbing beaches.  Rather, he waited offshore until the others were finished, and then led 
the way once again.  His tall, upright dorsal fin with its distinctive notch made him a 
favourite of photographers.   




Once the orcas were “in” the summer proceeded much as it has in past decades, with 
many “A” and “G” clan families coming into our area.  As well, several “R” clan families 
came close, though not close enough for us to see or hear them. A very typical summer 
scene unfolded, with the orcas engaging in socialising, enjoying the rubbing beaches, and 
finding enough salmon to satisfy hunger.  The rest of August and the beginning of 
September saw us happily busy day and night. We followed the whales acoustically 
around the clock via our hydrophones, and visually during daylight via our remote 
cameras.  Collectively. we enjoyed many moments when the Lab became crowded as we 
watched fantastic rubbing scenes.  Some of us became experts at controlling the 
“Strider” rubbing beach remote camera.  It was an exciting time for everyone, but a 
question hovered in the back of some of our minds. Last year the orcas departed in early 
September, making us wonder if it might happen again.  When the first week of 
September rolled by without a hint of change, we started to relax.  Then suddenly, on 
September 11th, they were gone.  Not a trace.  The last report from the evening before 
was of orcas headed north towards Queen Charlotte Strait, a very typical pattern of 
movement soon followed by a return to Johnstone Strait.  Not this time.  As days became 
weeks, we became resigned to accepting  that summer 2023 had ended.  Sigh.


Going back to the beginning of 2023, this 
year like the last one began with a huge 
storm.  It damaged some of the solar 
panels at the Strider rubbing beach site, 
but fortunately did not destroy all of them, 
as happened last year.  We were able to 
rebuild at much less cost than before.  


This year, as a precaution, we plan to 
remove the vulnerable solar panels at both 
Strider and Main rubbing beaches in 
October.  




Once again we were fortunate in having a great group of volunteer assistants, some new 
and some old.  They came from  6 countries:  Germany (1), Switzerland (1), France (8), 
Japan (1)  and Canada (3).  They were a lovely mix of nationalities, backgrounds, skills 
and experience, united in their interest in orcas, some fulfilling a long time wish.  They got 
along well with each other, working hard and forming friendships that will last.  


One of our “old” volunteers, Momoko Kobayashi from Japan who was here for the 13th 
time, arrived the day before the orcas arrived, and left just before the orcas left.  Hmm.  
Maybe Momoko should have stayed longer!


As usual, our volunteers slept in tents in in the nearby forest campground, listening to a 
speaker mounted on a nearby tree while hoping to hear a cry of “ORCA!” that would bring 
them running to the Lab. They prepared their breakfasts and lunches in the camp kitchen, 
storing their food in bear proof boxes and washing their dishes in the ocean.  




Five days a week everyone shared a meal together 
in the main house that was often prepared by our 
Workaway cook, Tilly.  


A resonant “Yumm” in the cadence of “Om” began 
each, meal.  It’s an OrcaLab tradition that came 
from Paul’s great grand daughter Indica when she 
was six years old.   


During the shortened summer season, we ran our Lab 24/7 in 3 hour shifts. During 
daytime, one person was stationed on the outside deck of the Lab and and two inside. 
The outside job was observing all activity in Blackney Pass. It included 9 scheduled daily 
scans using “Big Eyes” binoculars in which every detail, from whales to boats was 
recorded on a notepad.  The upshot is a growing data base that profiles activity in 
Blackney Pass and enables us to follow changes over years. The inside jobs were 
listening to our hydrophone network through earphones, making acoustic recordings 
whenever orcas or other cetaceans were heard, operating remote cameras, making log 
book entries and managing social media. Busy!  As a result of all these efforts, we were 
able to track the orcas day and night with considerable accuracy, though some gaps 
during extended periods of silence or darkness ere inevitable.  




Each day we posted a detailed summary describing  the events of the day before on our 
orcalab.org web site, our OrcaLab 100 Facebook page, and on our orca-live.net 
community page. Collectively, the daily summary postings contribute to our educational 
outreach, which has several layers.  One comes from the 24/7 streaming of live audio 
from our hydrophones.  Anyone with an internet connection and a compatible computer 
or phone can listen live to exactly what we are listening to in our Lab by simply clicking on 
the link on the front page of our orcalab.org web site.  Our web site, which was renovated 
in  2023, also features live links to the cameras we stream via explore.org, as well as 
videos of past events edited by our videographer Megan Hockin-Bennett, along with 
other videos from our streaming partner explore.org.  Many people have learned about 
orcas from our work, and come to care for them and the oceans they inhabit. 


When we began streaming live video in 2000. we quickly gathered an audience in over 70 
countries around the world.  The response to a live 2.5 cm square image on computer 
screen was amazing.  One Tokyo engineer called it “The oasis of my days”. The initial 
project was funded by Japan’s NTT Data, who promised 3 years support.  When their 
support ended after 6 years, live video streaming ended for a while, but we were able to 
continue streaming live audio thanks to Japan’s J Stream company which has hosted live 
audio streaming to the present day at no cost to us.  We are very grateful.


A new dimension to our educational outreach in 2023 was the creation of an App called 
SayOrca by OrcaLab technician Quin Mcintire and his friend Taylor Griffin.  It enables 
users to identify the various types of resident orca calls and includes samples of calls 
from almost every matriline in every pod in all three clans, A, G and R.  All of the samples 
come from OrcaLab recordings.  The App is available free from the App store and Google 
Play. It was a huge help to our assistants this summer, enabling them to quickly learn how 
to identify the orcas they were listening to during their shifts.


http://orcalab.org
http://orcalive.net
http://orcalab.org
http://explore.org
http://explore.org


One of the benefits of not having so 
many resident orcas here this 
summer was creating time for other 
things.  Two stand out.  One was 
the incredible job everyone did 
cleaning  our vessel June Cove 
which was rather shabby after more 
than a year out of the water. Getting 
her back functioning was a great 
day, and having her spic and span 
was another. 


The other collective endeavour was putting a new secure metal roof on “Kurt’s Cave” 
which is a workshop space adjacent to our main house that houses equipment and tools. 

It was the first project of Kurt Musgrove, our carpenter friend who spent summers with us 
for decades, building much of the physical infrastructure of OrcaLab. Sadly, Kurt died 
some time ago, and another friend, Mark McCallum took over the carpenter role. The 
Cave roof had deteriorated to the point of leaking several years ago, and had been 
covered in plastic to protect the inside space. Taking the plastic off along with the 
underlying rotten shingles and foam insulation was a huge job that our volunteers 
cheerfully undertook.  Getting the new roofing material to us was another big job, coming 
by boat and offloaded hand to hand.  Once the roof was clear and the material on hand, 
Mark went about laying a metal roof that will last for a very long time.




Next on the list of infrastructure projects are metal roofs for our guest house.  After that, 
the bath house.  Ultimately, our goal is to secure OrcaLab for the future, so it can continue 
to contribute.


Covid concerns, largely over, were another feature of our 2023 summer.  We were able to 
welcome many of our family and friends, some coming for the first time and others 
who’ve been to OrcaLab before, some even who are regular visitors.  Everyone took a 
short walk through the forest to pay their respects to the oldest inhabitant of Hanson 
Island, Grandmother Cedar.  Many heard the story about how a sign saying “Blessed be 
he who leaves these trees” helped save this ancient cedar rom logging.  All enjoyed the 
walk in the forest.  A tour of the Lab often followed, or perhaps just enjoying a refreshing 
breeze and lovely view from the Lab’s outside deck. 


Here are some of our 2023 
visitors: 



OrcaLab’s efforts in the realm of science in 2023 also had several layers. 


We routinely recorded acoustic data 24/7 from all 7 of the calibrated “icListen” 
hydrophones in our network  on two NAS drives in our Lab -  one is backup.  


Real time spectrograms displayed on a computer screen enable us to follow calls as they 
are made, so we often know which matriline is making the calls.  This is very helpful as we 
trace each day in the lives of the orcas.  The data we are accumulating will ultimately 
enable us to look at questions such as the impacts of boat noise on the behaviour of 
orcas and humpbacks.  It’s a work in progress.


Paralleling our systematic collection of acoustic data in 2023 was weekly “CTD” sampling 
at 3 of our hydrophone sites.  These data will enable us to monitor changes in ocean 
conditions such as temperature and salinity that are important for example in tracking 
impacts of climate change. 


Two of our 2023 projects were ground breaking “cutting edge”  science.  One involved 
our colleague Prof.Hervé Glotin from the University of Toulon who spent nearly three 
weeks with us, again installing his “Stethorca”  system in front of our Lab.  


Stethorca  consists of of an array of 4 spatially separated hydrophones that enable 
detection of the direction and  location of calls, and a separate very high frequency 



hydrophone capable of detecting acoustic events up to 600 kHz.  With it we are able to 
localise sounds, and look at the fine detail of acoustic events such as the echolocation 
clicks Resident orcas use when targeting salmon.  We can also investigate the possibility 
that Bigg’s orcas use ultrasonic sounds that are beyond the hearing capability of prey 
they are hunting. This summer, whenever orcas and humpbacks passed within about a 
kilometre of the Lab, Stethorca was turned on.  The data were accumulated on a hard 
drive in our Lab that we’ll send to Prof.Glotin at season’s end. We look forward to his 
analyses of the data. 


The other groundbreaking project comes from our involvement in the British Columbia 
Hydrophone Network (BCHN).  This project is a partnership among several NGOs and 
First Nations along the BC coast, from Fin Island in the north to Saturna Island in the 
south.  It was funded by a $1.8m grant from Canada’s “Nature Fund” which enabled the 
purchase of 20 icListen hydrophones and associated equipment, along with hiring two 
technicians who designed the network and did much  of the work implementing it.  
OrcaLab’s 7 hydrophones are a key part of the BCHN. 


The map below shows the location of all the hydrophones in the BCHN.


The BCHN website “Whale Sound” is about to be launched and will feature an interactive 
dashboard designed by Dr. Ben Hendricks of Soundspace Analytics that will enable users 
to view sound levels and other acoustic details at each hydrophone site, as well as 
identifying several cetacean species along with their location. This will enable the general 
public, as well as interest groups such as government agencies, NGOs and First Nations 
to see and evaluate the soundscape of key areas inhabited by cetaceans and other 
marine mammals along the British Columbia coast. 




This is the Whale Sound dashboard:


On several evenings after dinner dishes were done we were treated to presentations ,


Professor Glotin honoured us with an 
account of his work with several species of 
cetaceans, in the Mediterranean, the 
Caribbean and other parts of the world, 
including at OrcaLab.


Emily Vierling gave us an account of her 
work on humpback vocalisations which led 
to her receiving news of her successful 
completion of a Masters degree at St 
Andrews University in Scotland while she 
was at OrcaLab this summer


Barbara Chauvet reported her findings 
from a comparison of the data from 
the daily scans performed at OrcaLab 
and at the Fin Island Research station 
on the North Coast. 




Altogether, we feel encouraged and even delighted by the progress we have made at at 
OrcaLab in 2023. 


As ever, we are deeply grateful for the support of the many organisations and individuals 
who makeour work for whales and oceans possible.


Thank you so much!


Paul Spong & Helena Symonds

September 28 2023



