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INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION

The Pacific Whale Watch Association 
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Established in 1994, the Pacific Whale Watch
Association (PWWA) is a community of ecotourism
professionals with a shared commitment to
education, conservation, and responsible wildlife
viewing in Washington state and British Columbia. 

PWWA members agree to adhere to all marine
mammal regulations in Washington and British
Columbia, as well as to additional PWWA
guidelines. PWWA captains participate in annual
training to ensure awareness of evolving whale
watching regulations on both sides of the border. 

As members of the PWWA, operators are part of a
highly collaborative community. PWWA members
share wildlife sightings internally through a variety
of exclusive tools including, but not limited to, an
encrypted UHF radio channel and the private
PWWA App. Other benefits of PWWA membership
include media representation, policy advocacy,  
and access to educational resources through
PWWA social media groups, bi-weekly membership
newsletters, and an online literature library of
relevant peer-reviewed scientific articles.

During the 2024 whale watch season, there were
30 PWWA member companies departing from 24
different locations throughout Washington and
BC. 14 PWWA member companies were based in
BC, and 16 member companies were based in
Washington. The PWWA fleet comprises a variety
of vessel types including rigid hull inflatable boats
(RHIBs), monohull vessels, catamarans, kayaks,
and a sailboat. Tours vary in length from a few
hours to full-day specialty excursions or even
overnight expeditions. While whales can be seen
year-round in local waters, due to weather, peak
season is considered to be March through
October. Some PWWA operators, however, offer
wildlife tours in winter as conditions permit. 

PWWA member companies welcome
approximately 400,000 guests each year. Roughly
75% of those guests are out-of-town visitors, and
of those out-of-town visitors, approximately 1/3
state that their primary purpose for visiting the
region is to partake in a professional whale watch
tour (Sarbaugh & Martin 2024). 

Bigg’s killer whale T137A <Jack=. Alli Montgomery, FRS Clipper
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WashingtonWashington  

All Aboard SailingAll Aboard Sailing
Anacortes Whale Watching ToursAnacortes Whale Watching Tours
Blue Kingdom ToursBlue Kingdom Tours  
Deception Pass ToursDeception Pass Tours
Deer Harbor ChartersDeer Harbor Charters
FRS ClipperFRS Clipper
Island Adventures Whale WatchingIsland Adventures Whale Watching
Maya’s Legacy Whale WatchingMaya’s Legacy Whale Watching
Outer Island ExcursionsOuter Island Excursions
Puget Sound ExpressPuget Sound Express
San Juan CruisesSan Juan Cruises
San Juan ExcursionsSan Juan Excursions
San Juan OutfittersSan Juan Outfitters
San Juan SafarisSan Juan Safaris
Spirit of Orca Whale & Wildlife ToursSpirit of Orca Whale & Wildlife Tours
Western Prince Whale & Wildlife ToursWestern Prince Whale & Wildlife Tours

British ColumbiaBritish Columbia

BC Whale ToursBC Whale Tours
Eagle Wing Whale & Wildlife ToursEagle Wing Whale & Wildlife Tours
Five Star Whale WatchingFive Star Whale Watching
Ocean EcoVenturesOcean EcoVentures
Orca Spirit AdventuresOrca Spirit Adventures
Prince of Whales Whale WatchingPrince of Whales Whale Watching
Salt Spring AdventuresSalt Spring Adventures
Seabreeze AdventuresSeabreeze Adventures
Sidney Whale WatchingSidney Whale Watching
Sooke Coastal ExplorationsSooke Coastal Explorations
SpringTide Whale Watching & Eco ToursSpringTide Whale Watching & Eco Tours
Vancouver Whale WatchVancouver Whale Watch
White Rock Sea ToursWhite Rock Sea Tours
Wild Whales VancouverWild Whales Vancouver
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Map of 2024 PWWA departure locations.
Google Maps

      2024 PWWA Members2024 PWWA Members



One of the most important tools utilized by PWWA
operators is the PWWA App. This private app,
developed in 2018 by Johannes Krieger, co-owner
of PWWA member company San Juan Excursions,
has revolutionized professional whale watching
within the Salish Sea. Designed to more efficiently
share wildlife information among members, and
to best coordinate the PWWA fleet8s viewing
efforts, the PWWA App allows users to receive and
report real-time wildlife sightings, sentinel actions,
and important navigational alerts on their Apple
or Android devices. 

In an effort to better understand and monitor
movements of local whales through regional
collaboration, the PWWA also grants PWWA App
access to professional whale watch operators
within the North Island Marine Mammal
Stewardship Association (NIMMSA) and Campbell
River Association of Tour Operators (CRATO). 

Additionally, the PWWA provides complimentary
PWWA App access to qualified professionals
whose knowledge of real-time whale sightings
might meaningfully benefit local whales. These
authorized users include researchers, commercial
vessel pilots, ferry captains, marine mammal
observers, emergency response teams, the
Canadian Coast Guard9s  Marine  Mammal  Desk in

THE PWWATHE PWWA   
APPAPP

BC, and the United States Coast Guard8s Cetacean
Desk in Washington state. 

PWWA App Reporting Procedures

The PWWA App
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All users of the PWWA App are expected to
contribute real-time wildlife sightings. In addition
to sightings, PWWA App users also report
relevant navigational warnings and sentinel
actions (detailed later in this report). 

PWWA operators are advised, at minimum, to log
in the PWWA App when they first arrive on scene
with whales and when they depart. Creating
additional update logs throughout each
encounter is encouraged. Operators are asked to
log all whale sightings, even if another vessel has
already reported a whale or group of whales. This
keeps the PWWA fleet updated on whale
locations, IDs, and interesting behavioral notes.
Providing frequent updates of the same whale or
group of whales also helps PWWA operators to
voluntarily regulate the number of professional
vessels in the vicinity of whales at any given time. 

Wildlife entries in the PWWA App are not unique
sightings. The same animal or group of animals
may  be  reported  multiple times in one day.  The 

An adult male Bigg9s killer whale. Barbara Howitt, All Aboard Sailing



primary goal of the PWWA App is to provide real-
time sightings of cetaceans and other notable
wildlife, not to estimate wildlife abundance. 

There are two types of entries in the PWWA App —
GPS entries and manual entries. GPS entries are
typically made from aboard vessels and include
the time, date, and GPS coordinates of the
reporter at the time of the sighting. If a user is in
an area with poor cellular reception, the details of
the sighting are saved when the report is made
and uploaded once reception is restored. Manual
entries are used to share secondhand or shore-
based sightings. Manual entries allow PWWA App
users to select an approximate location for a
sighting on the map. Users are encouraged to
make manual entries only if the information is
obtained from a reliable source, or if they are
viewing animals from shore themselves. Manual
reports are distinguished in the PWWA App from
GPS reports by the shape of icon on the screen
(square for GPS, circle for manual).

Screenshots of the PWWA App showing wildlife sightings.
PWWA App
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Reporting Wildlife Sightings

Most reports to the PWWA App are wildlife
sightings. While larger cetaceans (killer whales,
minke whales, humpback whales, and gray
whales) are the predominant species reported,
smaller cetaceans, such as Dall’s porpoise, harbor
porpoise, and Pacific white-sided dolphins, or
other noteworthy marine mammals, such as sea
otters and elephant seals, are also reported when
appropriate. Reports of rare birds are also
encouraged in the PWWA App. 

Wildlife sighting reports to the PWWA App include:

Type of wildlife 
Approximate number of animals present
Individual IDs of animal(s) if known
Travel direction of animal(s)
Interesting behavioral notes
Number of vessels within 1 mile 
If law enforcement is present



Stopping other vessels from speeding in the
vicinity of whales
Proactively warning vessels of whales nearby
so they can adjust speed and/or alter course
Reporting sick, injured, or entangled animals
to proper authorities
Removing harmful debris from the water

Reporting Sentinel Actions 

Sentinel actions are defined by the PWWA as
protective actions taken by professional whale
watchers during the course of a tour. Below are
some examples of sentinel actions:

Screenshots of the PWWA App showing sample sentinel actions.
PWWA App

 
Sentinel action reports to the PWWA App include:

Description of the sentinel action
Wildlife species nearby (if vessel-related)
Means of contact used
Whether a positive change in behavior was
observed as a result of the intervention
Description of the vessel(s) contacted (if
vessel-related)

Reporting "Important" Alerts

The final type of report in the PWWA App is an
"important" alert. This is a notification of urgent
interest to the fleet. Examples of "important"
alerts include:

Logs or other hazards in the water
Swimmers or divers in the vicinity
Fishing gear set in high-traffic areas
Advisories of scheduled military exercises
Notifications of research or rescue activities
Locations of entangled or injured animals

7

Reporting Accuracy

Due to the volume of reports received by the
PWWA App, it is not possible to verify all
sightings, especially those received by non-PWWA
users. A high rate of accuracy should be assumed,
but not 100%. Sightings shared in this report are
presented in good faith. 
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2024 PWWA App Usage

In 2024, PWWA App users entered a total of 44,933
logs into the PWWA App. This was an increase of  
8.6% over 2023's total of 41,393 PWWA App logs.
Of all logs entered into the PWWA App in 2024,
31,842 (70.9%) were created by PWWA captains,
naturalists, crew members, and support staff, and
13,091 entries (29.1%) were made by non-PWWA
authorized users of the PWWA App. These
authorized users included members of NIMMSA
and CRATO as well as qualified members of the
research, education, commercial shipping, marine
transportation, and emergency response sectors
of Washington and British Columbia. The majority
of reports to the PWWA App were made during the
spring, summer, and fall months. Relatively few
reports were made during winter months due
primarily to inclement weather and reduced
operating schedules. 
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2024 PWWA App Reports by Month

WILDLIFEWILDLIFE
SIGHTINGSSIGHTINGS

A PWWA vessel views Bigg’s killer whales from a distance. Trevor Derie, Outer Island Excursions

PWWA App Reports by Species

43,258 (96.3%) of PWWA App entries in 2024 were
reports of whales or other wildlife. The remaining  
1,675 reports (3.7%) were of sentinel actions or
important safety notifications for the fleet. 37,026
reports were of the region’s six primary whale
species/subspecies. Of these reports, 17,820
(48.1%) were of humpback whales,  15,605
(42.1%) were of Bigg’s killer whales, 1,306 (3.5%)
were of Northern Resident killer whales (NRKW),
880 (2.4%) were of gray whales, 781 (2.1%) were
of Southern Resident killer whales (SRKW), and
634 (1.7%) were of minke whales. 

All PWWA App Users
PWWA Members Only

NRKW
 3.5%

SRKW
 2.1%

Minke
1.7%

Humpback 
48.1%

Bigg’s
42.1%

2024 PWWA App Reports by Species

Gray
2.4%



PWWA App Reports PWWA Member Reports PWWA Member GPS Reports

Bigg's Humpback Gray Minke NRKW SRKW
0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350
339

314
295 304

280
259

205 198
175

136 128 125
110

77 72

151

105

59

9Pacific Whale Watch Association

2024 Whale Presence 

Bigg's killer whales were reported to the PWWA
App on more days of 2024 than any other whale
type, reported present on 339 days. Humpback
whales were reported on 304 days, followed by
gray whales on 205 days and Southern Resident
killer whales (SRKW) on 151 days. Minke whales
were reported on 136 days, and Northern
Residents (NRKW) were reported on 110 days. It is
important to emphasize that whales may have
been present within the PWWA operating range on
more days of the year than were reported to the
PWWA App. 

When examining only PWWA App entries made by
PWWA captains, naturalists, and crew members,
Bigg's killer whales were reported on 314 days,
humpback whales on 280 days, gray whales on
198 days, minke whales on 128 days, SRKW on 105
days, and NRKW on 77 days. 

If including only GPS-based PWWA App entries
made from aboard PWWA vessels during
professional whale watch tours, Bigg’s killer
whales were reported on 295 days, humpback
whales on 259 days, gray whales on 175 days,
minke whales on 125 days, NRKW on 72 days, and
SRKW on 59 days. 
 

Breaching Bigg’s killer whale. Lauren Rasmussen, Island Adventures

Days of Presence in 2024 by Whale Type
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Bigg's Killer Whales

Bigg’s killer whales (Orcinus orca rectipinnus) are
the region’s mammal-hunting subspecies of killer
whale. In 2024, the PWWA App received 15,605
logs of Bigg's killer whales. 13,702 (87.8%) logs
were made by PWWA members, and 13,136
(84.2%) were firsthand GPS reports made aboard
PWWA vessels during whale watch tours. Bigg’s
killer whales were reported to the PWWA App on
339 days in total, were reported by PWWA
members on 314 days, and were encountered
during PWWA whale watch tours on 295 days of
the year. 

Bigg's killer whales were present during all 12
months of 2024, were reported daily April through
October, and were reported almost daily during
the rest of the year. The decline in PWWA App
reports of Bigg’s killer whales in winter is likely due
to reduced whale watching activity rather than
reduced whale presence. Orca Behavior Institute,
an independent research organization that
compiles whale sightings from professional whale
watchers, regional sightings groups, and
community scientists, confirmed that Bigg's killer
whales were present in the Salish Sea on 353 days
of 2024 (96.4% of days). 

According to research group Bay Cetology, the
coastal Bigg's killer whale population continues to
grow, adding 23 calves in 2024 — 16 surviving
calves born in 2024 and seven born previously but
not confirmed until 2024. 

BIGG'S KILLERBIGG'S KILLER
WHALESWHALES

A pair of Bigg's killer whales. Jane Wilson, Ocean EcoVentures

2024 PWWA GPS entries for Bigg's killer whales.
 PWWA App and Google Maps
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2024 Bigg's Killer Whale Days
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