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GUIDELINES	  FOR	  WHALE	  WATCHING	  ACTIVITIES	  
(All	  cetacean	  species	  are	  referred	  to	  as	  “whales”	  in	  these	  guidelines,	  although	  some	  species	  
are	  called	  “dolphin”	  or	  “porpoise”	  in	  English.)	  
	  
The	  recent	  rapid	  increase	  in	  boat	  numbers,	  and	  in-‐water	  activities	  as	  well	  as	  potential	  
further	  increase	  next	  season,	  has	  led	  to	  many	  requests	  for	  guidelines	  from	  both	  
communities	  and	  operators.	  These	  guidelines	  are	  to	  provide	  some	  immediate	  assistance	  to	  
operators	  and	  boat	  users,	  as	  well	  as	  to	  especially	  enable	  effective	  planning	  of	  appropriate	  
activities	  for	  the	  next	  whale	  season.	  	  
	  
Some	  of	  the	  phenomena	  accessible	  for	  viewing	  in	  the	  fjords	  are	  globally	  unique	  and	  of	  
scientific	  importance.	  The	  coexistence	  of	  humpbacks,	  fin	  whales	  and	  orcas	  in	  feeding	  
situations	  is	  distinct	  from	  behaviours	  seen	  in	  other	  locations	  in	  former	  years.	  Currently,	  
there	  may	  be	  very	  few,	  or	  no	  situations	  to	  observe	  on	  a	  given	  day,	  often	  confined	  to	  small	  
areas	  of	  water,	  and	  even	  then	  only	  if	  conditions	  are	  such	  that	  it	  is	  safe	  and	  comfortable	  to	  
do	  so.	  	  
	  
In	  the	  current	  absence	  of	  direct	  government	  regulations,	  we	  encourage	  both	  commercial	  
operators	  and	  private	  whale	  watchers	  to	  adhere	  to	  the	  following	  responsible	  guidelines	  that	  
have	  been	  developed	  with	  the	  encouragement	  of	  local	  communities,	  local	  commercial	  
operators,	  and	  the	  media.	  	  
	  
These	  guidelines	  are	  by	  no	  means	  meant	  to	  thwart	  whale-‐related	  commercial	  activities.	  
Rather	  they	  are	  a	  “best	  practice”	  for	  the	  long-‐term	  sustainability	  of	  an	  industry	  that	  is	  
dependent	  on	  minimizing	  anthropic	  disturbance	  of	  a	  natural	  system.	  These	  can	  be	  improved.	  
 
 
Topside whale watching guidelines	  
(We	  acknowledge	  the	  relevance	  of	  efforts	  made	  elsewhere	  and	  specifically	  for	  Arctic	  waters	  
such	  as	  those	  by	  AECO	  and	  the	  Norwegian	  Polar	  Institute.	  We	  have	  deliberately	  included	  
content	  from	  these	  as	  well	  as	  some	  suggestions	  publicised	  by	  Ocean	  Sounds	  e.V.)	  
	  

	  



	  

	  
	  

-‐ Both	  commercial	  and	  private	  whale	  watchers	  need	  to	  have	  an	  understanding	  of	  the	  
whale	  behaviours	  and	  these	  guidelines.	  Understanding	  whale	  behaviour	  in	  the	  fjords	  
assists	  operators	  in	  adhering	  to	  guidelines	  and	  in	  educating	  passengers.	  

-‐ Commercial	  whale	  watching	  operators	  are	  encouraged	  to	  include	  educational	  
programs	  in	  their	  tours,	  highlighting	  the	  fragility	  of	  the	  marine	  environment	  and	  
inspiring	  respect	  and	  environmental	  friendly	  attitudes	  and	  behaviours.	  

-‐ Operators	  are	  encouraged	  to	  use	  boats	  to	  capacity,	  as	  well	  as	  the	  larger	  of	  their	  
boats	  when	  possible	  to	  reduce	  the	  overall	  number	  of	  boats	  observing	  whales.	  

-‐ We	  advise	  a	  maximum	  of	  3	  boats	  observing	  simultaneously	  each	  situation,	  for	  the	  
sake	  of	  whales	  and	  also	  to	  enhance	  the	  “wilderness	  experience”.	  

-‐ Boats	  are	  encouraged	  to	  cooperate	  so	  that	  if	  there	  are	  more	  boats	  than	  limited	  
situations,	  maximum	  boat	  time	  per	  situation	  is	  30	  minutes.	  Boats	  waiting	  for	  their	  
turn	  should	  remain	  more	  than	  500m	  away	  from	  whales	  where	  possible,	  or	  at	  an	  
appropriately	  remote	  distance	  from	  the	  situation	  depending	  on	  the	  local	  topography.	  	  	  

-‐ Successful	  trips	  should	  be	  capped	  at	  3	  hours,	  given	  the	  short	  winter	  light,	  and	  
addressing	  customers’	  exposure	  to	  cold.	  	  

-‐ Boats	  should	  have	  a	  skipper	  as	  well	  as	  a	  lookout	  –	  more	  eyes	  at	  sea	  for	  ease	  of	  
spotting	  (and	  keeping	  a	  distance	  from)	  whales	  and	  other	  small	  craft,	  especially	  in	  low	  
light.	  

-‐ Approach	  whales	  slowly,	  at	  less	  than	  5	  knots	  when	  within	  300m,	  and	  at	  constant	  
speed,	  from	  the	  side	  and	  slightly	  to	  the	  rear.	  	  

-‐ Move	  parallel	  to	  the	  direction	  of	  moving	  whales,	  not	  directly	  from	  behind	  where	  
whales	  may	  feel	  chased,	  neither	  head-‐on,	  nor	  intercepting	  the	  path.	  	  

-‐ Minimum	  speed	  should	  be	  kept	  from	  100m	  and	  idle	  speed	  from	  50m	  from	  a	  
situation.	  	  

-‐ Keep	  quiet.	  Whales	  may	  approach	  the	  boat,	  which	  is	  fine,	  but	  go	  to	  engine	  neutral	  
and	  only	  re-‐engage	  if	  the	  whale	  has	  clearly	  passed.	  Turn	  engine	  off	  if	  appropriate.	  

-‐ Avoid	  sudden	  acceleration/change	  in	  boat	  direction.	  Whales	  will	  not	  always	  react	  fast	  
enough	  if	  surprised.	  Sudden	  gear	  changes	  and	  reversing	  cause	  disturbing	  underwater	  
engine	  noise.	  

-‐ Identify	  resting	  whales,	  characterized	  by	  regular	  patterns	  of	  surfacing	  in	  groups,	  
remaining	  motionless	  or	  moving	  slowly	  on	  the	  surface,	  and	  then	  diving.	  Stay	  well	  
away	  of	  resting	  whales.	  

-‐ It	  is	  easy	  to	  disturb	  feeding	  whales	  and	  chase	  them	  away.	  Avoid	  getting	  too	  close.	  
Turn	  off	  sonar/echo-‐sounder	  when	  close	  to	  a	  feeding	  situation.	  

-‐ Boats	  should	  not	  encircle	  whales	  or	  block	  their	  freedom	  of	  movement.	  



	  

	  
	  

-‐ If	  whales	  show	  signs	  of	  stress	  or	  show	  avoidance	  behaviour	  despite	  following	  these	  
guidelines,	  move	  on.	  Signs	  may	  include	  whales	  constantly	  changing	  direction	  or	  
speed	  or	  making	  long	  dives	  to	  avoid	  a	  boat.	  

-‐ Give	  research	  activities	  space	  to	  work.	  Operators	  should	  also	  encourage	  customers	  to	  
share	  photographs	  and	  observations	  with	  researchers.	  

-‐ Fishermen	  share	  these	  fjords	  and	  should	  be	  respected	  by	  the	  increased	  boat	  traffic.	  
	  

 
Additional information discouraging in-water activities 
(diving/snorkelling with whales):	  
	  

-‐ Entering	  the	  water	  in	  the	  presence	  of	  whales,	  especially	  those	  who	  are	  engaged	  in	  
feeding,	  is	  a	  risky	  activity	  because	  the	  animals	  are	  focusing	  on	  feeding	  and	  might	  not	  
be	  paying	  attention	  to	  the	  person(s).	  	  

-‐ In	  case	  of	  more	  whales	  feeding	  on	  the	  same	  fish	  bank	  there	  might	  be	  additional	  
danger	  due	  to	  inter-‐individual	  competition	  for	  the	  prey.	  This	  competition	  increases	  
with	  the	  presence	  of	  different	  species	  of	  whales.	  The	  problem	  here	  is	  having	  the	  
knowledge	  and	  experience	  necessary	  to	  understand	  the	  whales’	  behaviour	  and	  
assessing	  potential	  danger	  for	  humans.	  For	  example,	  humpback	  whales	  lunge	  
vertically	  in	  groups	  during	  bubble-‐net	  feeding	  as	  well	  as	  through	  orca	  carousel	  
feeding.	  Persons	  in	  the	  water	  during	  these	  events	  are	  at	  risk	  of	  collision	  with	  fast-‐
moving	  whales.	  

-‐ Entering	  the	  water	  in	  the	  vicinity	  of	  a	  feeding	  event	  might	  disrupt	  the	  activity	  of	  the	  
whales.	  Distractions	  from	  feeding	  imply	  a	  reduction	  of	  the	  foraging	  efficiency	  and	  the	  
ultimate	  fitness	  of	  the	  whale(s).	  Moreover,	  environmentally	  aware	  tourists	  might	  
perceive	  this	  as	  a	  lack	  of	  respect	  towards	  the	  animals	  and	  the	  nature	  and	  spread	  
negative	  comments	  about	  the	  specific	  operator.	  

-‐ It	  is	  generally	  dangerous	  for	  humans	  to	  be	  in	  the	  water	  in	  this	  area	  during	  the	  winter	  
because	  of	  environmental	  conditions:	  cold	  water,	  reduced	  visibility	  and	  quickly	  
changing	  weather.	  A	  diving	  school	  would	  be	  very	  careful	  in	  taking	  clients	  to	  the	  	  
water,	  deep	  water,	  even	  in	  the	  absence	  of	  whales.	  This	  would	  happen	  only	  after	  
checking	  the	  ability	  of	  the	  clients	  either	  through	  certification	  or	  direct	  training	  and	  in	  
any	  case	  under	  close	  supervision	  by	  experienced	  personnel.	  

-‐ Ships,	  boats	  and	  fishing	  gear	  represent	  an	  additional	  danger,	  regardless	  of	  the	  
presence	  of	  whales.	  It	  has	  recently	  been	  observed	  that	  vessels	  don’t	  respect	  the	  
mandatory	  slow-‐speed	  area	  from	  boats	  flying	  the	  “A”,	  blue	  and	  white	  diver	  flag.	  	  



	  

	  

Swimming-‐with-‐whales	  boats	  have	  also	  been	  observed	  coming	  close	  to	  groups	  of	  
whales	  and	  letting	  people	  in	  the	  water	  without	  considerations	  for	  their	  distance	  to	  
other	  crafts.	  These	  are	  dangerous	  infractions	  of	  the	  rules	  of	  navigation.	  

-‐ When	  people	  enter	  the	  water,	  the	  presence	  of	  a	  rescue	  diver	  is	  necessary	  -‐	  someone	  
who	  can	  perform	  basic	  first	  aid	  and	  organise	  prompt	  evacuation.	  

-‐ Has	  anybody	  taken	  a	  look	  at	  what	  the	  insurance	  companies	  for	  operators	  actually	  
require	  and	  advise	  about	  this?	  Does	  anybody	  check	  that	  the	  divers	  themselves	  have	  
insurance	  in	  the	  event	  of	  an	  accident,	  either	  due	  to	  normal	  diving	  in	  these	  waters	  or	  
in	  case	  of	  contact	  with	  wildlife	  or	  boats?	  

-‐ If	  a	  serious	  accident	  should	  occur	  there	  might	  be	  extremely	  dire	  consequences	  also	  in	  
terms	  of	  image,	  for	  the	  specific	  operator,	  the	  destination	  and	  the	  whole	  industry	  and	  
this	  should	  be	  evidently	  undesirable.	  

-‐ In-‐water	  activities	  necessitate	  limiting	  to	  a	  couple	  of	  humans	  in	  the	  water	  at	  a	  time,	  
which	  potentially	  reduces	  the	  commerciality	  of	  the	  activity	  relative	  to	  topside	  whale	  
watching.	  

-‐ In-‐water	  activities	  necessitate	  restricting	  the	  number	  of	  boats	  per	  situation	  to	  1	  
(versus	  3	  for	  topside	  viewers),	  which	  impacts	  the	  total	  number	  of	  boats	  able	  to	  
peacefully	  observe	  situations.	  

-‐ Conditions,	  including	  frequently	  low	  in-‐water	  visibility,	  are	  such	  that	  short	  in-‐water	  
projects	  are	  often	  unlikely	  to	  be	  successful.	  

-‐ The	  tendency	  of	  boats	  to	  intercept	  the	  path	  of	  moving	  whales,	  to	  make	  it	  easier	  for	  a	  
person	  to	  see	  something	  in-‐water,	  constitutes	  a	  serious	  direct	  disturbance	  of	  the	  
animals	  as	  well	  as	  a	  nuisance	  for	  other	  on-‐lookers.	  
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