
Saving Whales, One Smartphone at a Time
The Launch of the WhaleReport Alert System (WRAS)
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The WhaleReport Alert System (WRAS)

A coast-wide conservation tool created to 
reduce whale-vessel collisions and 
disturbance by alerting mariners of 
whales in their vicinity.



Partners/Trial Participants/Working Group:
• Ocean Wise
• Port of Vancouver
• Port of Prince Rupert
• Seaspan International
• BC Ferries
• Washington State Ferries
• Transport Canada
• Fisheries and Oceans Canada
• Pacific Pilotage Authority
• Shipping Federation of Canada
• Cruise Lines International Association
• Fraser Basin Council
• Spatial Vision
• Saam Smit Towing
• ZIM
• Ecotourism Operators

ort of Vancouver



Cetaceans and Vessels: Conservation Issues
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Over 23 species of cetaceans (whales, dolphins 
and porpoises), and 4 species of sea turtles 

spend time off the coast of BC.
12 of these populations are listed as AT RISK, including: 

From Canada’s Species at Risk Act (SARA).



Major threats to cetaceans in BC include:

Physical Disturbance

Acoustic Disturbance

Environmental Contaminants

Availability of prey



Conservation focus of the Whale Report Alert System:

Physical Disturbance

Acoustic Disturbance

Environmental Contaminants

Availability of prey



1) Cetacean-vessel collisions
• Identified as an important conservation concern that threatens the recovery of both fin and humpback populations1

 2004-2011: 21 documented collisions, likely significantly underestimated and biased towards near-shore areas and 
smaller vessels2

• Highest risk for vessel strike and lethal collisions when vessel speeds exceed 12 knots1

Physical Disturbance
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2. Spaven, L., Ford, J., Hargreaves, M., Cottrell, P., Raverty, S., Aberethy, R., & Stredulinsky, E. (2013). Occurrences of vessel strikes in Canadian Pacific waters from 2004-2011



• While collisions between killer whales and vessels are relatively rare, when they do occur they can cause significant 
injury or death1

• Identified as an emerging threat2

• Small size of population: low reproductive potential and genetic diversity means that even the loss of one animal will 
have significant consequences2

Physical Disturbance

1. Spaven, L., Ford, J., Hargreaves, M., Cottrell, P., Raverty, S., Aberethy, R., & Stredulinsky, E. (2013). Occurrences of vessel strikes in Canadian Pacific waters from 2004-2011
2. Nichol, L., Ford, J.K.B., and Thornton, S. (2017). Southern resident killer whale: A science-based review of recovery actions for three at-risk whale populations
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2) Disruption of natural behaviours due to vessel presence
• Vessel presence can disturb critical life processes- feeding, resting, socializing, 

mating1

.

Physical Disturbance

NOAA/Ocean WiseNOAA/Ocean Wise

1. Fisheries and Oceans Canada (2018). Recovery Strategy for the Northern and Southern Resident Killer Whales (Orcinus orca) in Canada [Proposed].



Acoustic Disturbance

• Engine noise can mask echolocation in toothed whales.
• Can impair ability of baleen whales to hear prey-associated cues.
• Can disrupt socialization behaviours such as prey sharing and mating.
• Can increase stress levels and avoidance of critical feeding areas.

Whale echolocation
Sound clip: Northern resident killer whale 
masking from passing commercial vessel. 

Credit: Orcalab
NOAA/Ocean Wise



Large commercial vessel traffic in BC and WA

• BC and WA host to high densities of 
both cetaceans and marine traffic. 

• Critical habitat and shipping lanes 
overlap.

• Predicted grown in population and 
vessel movements
 Population in BC lower mainland 

predicted to grow by 1M by 2040, 
with similar numbers estimated for 
the Puget Sound area. 

 Will mean increased trade 
demands Southern Resident Killer Whale Critical Habitat



How WRAS Works



WRAS uses real-time whale sightings reported to the 
BC Cetacean Sightings Network (BCCSN)
1) We collect sightings of cetaceans and sea turtles throughout B.C.

• A program of Ocean Wise’s Coastal Ocean Research Institute
• One of Canada’s longest running and most successful citizen science programs

>6,000 observers! Data used for conservation-based 
research: 
-Recovery Strategies
-Critical Habitat Designation
-Environmental Impact Assessments

114,000 sightings and 
counting!



The WhaleReport App

• Est. in 2015 for more accurate and efficient 
reporting
Submit a report in under a minute
Exact location recorded in report

• 70% of sighting reports now received through 
WhaleReport



The WhaleReport Alert System (WRAS)



Slow down Alter course 
to avoid Keep in mind Dismiss

WhaleReport App

Mariner action options

HOW WRAS WORKS: graphic view 



1. Visit the app store and download the WRAS pilot 
(Version 1.2.0)

HOW WRAS WORKS: the mobile app



2. Sign up
• WRAS is only available to professional mariners 

operating in BC and WA
• Enter your professional email and choose a 

personal password.
• The administrator will verify your affiliation with 

a professional marine organization and send you 
an email confirming your account activation 
within 2 business days.



3. Set your app permissions

In order to receive alerts even when you 
have minimized the app, make sure you have 
set the location access to “Always Allow”



4. Start tracking your vessel location

In order to start receiving alerts, you must 
transmit your location.  

Then, press the “Transmit location” button.

At the start of your shift, enter your vessel 
name.



5. Receive alerts

When a reported whale is within 10 nautical 
miles of your location, you will receive an 
SMS text message.  The text message will 
include the following details:

Species

Open Wras app to view
location on MAP.



5. Receive alerts

When a reported whale is within 10 nautical 
miles of your location, you will receive an 
SMS text message.  The text message will 
include the following details:

Species
Location 

Open Wras app to view
location on MAP.
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5. Receive alerts
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5. Receive alerts
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5. Receive alerts

When a reported whale is within 10 nautical 
miles of your location, you will receive an 
SMS text message.  The text message will 
include the following details:

Species
Location 
Number of animals
Direction of Whale Travel
Report ID number

Open the WRAS app to view the location on 
a map.

Open Wras app to view
location on MAP.



6. View map
In the WRAS app, click MAP on the top 
right corner of the screen to view your 
location and alerts.



You can zoom in and out to view 
different areas of the coast

Whale alert



You can zoom in and out to view 
different areas of the coast

New alerts (less than 30 
minutes old) will have an 
orange “halo” around them, 
like this one



You can zoom in and out to view 
different areas of the coast

Your location (will pulse 
when transmitting)



Alerts are species specific, 
and colour-coded based on 
species.  

Click on the left hand corner 
of the screen to view the 
species legend.



Sightings in a similar area are 
clustered, click on the cluster 
to zoom in and view the 
details of each alert.



You may also view an archived 
map of alerts within the past 
24 hours.



View sightings within the past 
3, 12 or 24 hours by changing 
the options on the dropdown 
menu.



7. At the end of your shift
Click on the dropdown menu and choose Tracking



7. At the end of your shift

Press the “Stop transmitting” button



7. At the end of your shift
You will be brought to the Feedback Menu.  If you 
have time, please press the Feedback button for each 
alert received during your shift and state which 
actions you were able to take (if any).



7. At the end of your shift
Answer the following questions on the form.

This feedback is very informative, as it will help the 
project manager determine the effectiveness of the 
WhaleReport Alert System.



HOW WRAS WORKS: the desktop interface



• Trial assessment (feedback and vessel tracking technology)
• Incorporate other whale detection technologies
• Incorporate alerts into AIS 

Port of Vancouver

Looking forward



Thank you! Any questions?

Jessica Torode-Scott
WRAS Project Manager
Jessica.Torode@ocean.org
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