●
●
●
●
●
●
●

The global whale watching industry, which is most evident along North America’s Pacific
Coast, has become big business, annually generating about US $2 billion in tourism sales.
The focus of this article is on the round trip annual migration of gray whales, which covers
more than 20,000 kilometers.
As bottom feeders, they prefer to stay within two to three miles of the shore as they migrate.
This proximity makes them popular among tourists as day-trippers can gaze at the whales on
small boats while staying close to the shore.
When gray whales feel comfortable, they exhibit a friendly and playful demeanor.
This article highlights the growth of the whale watching industry in the lagoons of central
Baja California, Mexico, where these whales breed and give birth.
Not only does whale watching appease to international tourists, but it has helped to preserve
the local environment and diversify the local economy.
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Physiologically, adult gray whales are ideally shaped for long distance migration.
They have long sleek bodies and a tapered head pointed at the tip.
They weigh as much as 40,000 kilograms and can be up to 15 meters long.
Their tail allows them to swim at 8 to 10 kilometers per hour.
The average adult whale is covered by as much as 10 inches of blubber (body fat) which
keeps them warm, adds buoyancy, and provides a constant source of hydration.
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The eastern gray whales begin their annual migration from the Bering, Chukchi, and
Beaufort Seas every autumn.
As ice begins to form in mid-October, pregnant mothers lead the journey south, followed by
juvenile and adolescent males. The older males join by December.
By March, the older males, followed by the younger males, head back to the Arctic Ocean.
Mothers and their babies are on their way north by early-May.
The average life expectancy of a gray whales is 60 years, during which they migrate
approximately 1.2 million km.
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From December to April, most gray whales spend their times along the Baja California
coast, with three main lagoons being particularly appealing to them.
In the south, Magdalena Bay is the largest, attracting nearly 2,000 whales every year.
The Laguna Ojo de Liebre hosts about 1,000 whales farther north.
The smallest one, Laguna San Ignacio, which is 8 km wide and 26 km long, is home to
about 300 gray whales during the winter.
For the majority of the winter, younger males seek out mating partners and the mothers give
birth and nurse their young in these lagoons.
Younger males tend to visit all three bodies of water.
Overall, males of all ages spend less time in the bay than females.
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Over generations, pregnant cows have found these three bays to be ideal nurseries for five
geographic reasons.
First, because of their natural configuration, water in the bays is protected from severe
storms, making them safe to give birth and raise young.
Second, its shallow depth makes the water warmer than that in the open ocean.
Third, bays have limited freshwater discharges and high salt contents due to high
evaporation rates in Baja California. This helps keep babies born without any blubber afloat
due to the water being extra salty and warm.
Fourth, the shallow bays make it more difficult for orcas, which are the gray whales’ natural
predator, to attack them and their young, making the bays relatively safe.
Mothers also use the fluctuations in the bays’ tidal waves to train and strengthen the baby
whales’ muscles and expand their lung capacity, which is needed for the long trek north.
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Commercial whaling accelerated in the mid-nineteenth century with advances in whaling
technology like large steamships, which provided safety to hunters, and explosive harpoons,
which eliminated hand-to-whale combat.
By the late 1800s, American on-land whale factories processed hundreds of whales monthly,
generating about $10 million as an industry.
Whale oil, derived from the triglycerides found in whale blubber, was highly coveted at the
turn of the nineteenth century.
Modern human-whale encounters in the Baja California lagoons began in the mid 1800s
when American whaler Charles Melville Scammon filled hundreds of barrels of oil after
harpooning four dozen cows in Laguna San Ignacio.
Due to Scammon’s success, whaling operations in the three lagoons expanded dramatically.
At its peak in the late 1800s, whale oil commanded a price of $2.50 a gallon.
By the 1930s, there were less than a thousand gray whales left in the Pacific.
Its demand diminished with the advent of kerosene for light and heating and using vegetable
oils for cooking, and as the demand fell, the price of whale oil dropped to $.40 a gallon,
saving many whale species from extinction.
After World War II, there was a rebound in whaling operations when countries like
Germany and Japan were left destitute after combat. These countries went back to whale oil
as an alternative to expensive kerosene, and consumed whale meat.
In 1946, the International Whaling Commission (IWC) established a minimum size and
country quota for whaling operations.
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The peak of modern whaling occurred in the 1960s when about 35,000 whales were harvested
annually and some of the largest whales could generate up to $3,000.
By the 1970s, many of the great whale species were placed on the endangered species list. In
the present-day, gray whales are still considered endangered.
In 1986, there was an international moratorium on whaling with exceptions granted for
research and indigenous rights.
By 2016, only 1400 whales were harvested worldwide and four countries object to ongoing
quota limits: Iceland, Japan, Norway and Russia.
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According to local residents, the first permanent settlement in Baja California was
established in 1910, and over the next seven decades, the Mexican government conferred a
number of ejidos (lands held and operated by a community of people) in the region, most of
which became fishing villages.
Francisco “Pachico” Mayoral is reported to be the first person to pet a gray whale.
In 1974, Pachico established the first eco-camp and the whale watching industry started to
grow.
Laguna San Ignacio is considered the best place to whale watch because it is smaller and
more confined, making the whales more concentrated and easier to encounter.
The 7 meter fiberglass pangas (boats) with outboard motors slowly approach the whales
when they surface for air.
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There are now a total of seven eco-camps offering varying degrees of comfort, which
operate off-the-grid using renewable energy sources.
The camps are self sufficient, and all food and water is trucked in from nearby suppliers
while waste is either recycled or removed to an inland landfill.
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In the mid-1980s, the environment in and around Laguna San Ignacio rapidly began to
change as fishermen began to arrive in as many as 120 boats per day.
These fishermen began to overfish San Ignacio Bay and making the industry unsustainable.
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Following this lack of regulation implementation, Mexico’s President Miguel de la Madrid
created in 1988 Latin America’s largest nature preserve at 2.5 million hectares, El Vizcaíno
Biosphere Reserve, which was declared a UNESCO World Heritage site in 1993.
El Vizcaíno Biosphere Reserve enforces a limit on the total number of people and group size
allowed in Laguna San Ignacio and CONANP (National Commission of Natural Protected
Areas) requires each visitor to purchase a daily use permit and be accompanied by a
government-approved local guide.
There are explicit restrictions on permitted activities during the breeding and calving season
- no swimming with or chasing the whales, and no more than two boats can simultaneously
approach a whale.
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As of March 2018, between 750 and 800 people live on five ejidos in the immediate area
around the San Ignacio Lagoon.
During the whale watching season, from mid January to early May, nearly all of the
households derive their income directly or indirectly from tourism.
Throughout these 4 months, the Mexican government permits only two fishing boats to ply
the waters at any given time so the fish population is able to rebound.
Local residents embraced this regulation because they have an alternative source of income whale watching tourism.
During the other eight months, local fishermen harvest modest catches that are exported to
the United States and China and earn them a decent living.
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