
Meet Cabernet Sauvignon, a female 
KXPSEDFN�ZKDOH�ńUVW�VHHQ�E\�WKH�

WHET Lab in Frederick Sound, Southeast 
$ODVND��LQ������(Figure 1). "CabSav" was 
feeding with a group of whales when 
she was instrumented by our team with 
D�VDWHOOLWH�WDJ�RQ�1RYHPEHU�����������
GXULQJ�DQ�H[SHGLWLRQ�IXQGHG�E\�3DFLńF�
Life Foundation and MMI donors.  
The tag allowed us to follow her 
movements for more than 28 days, 
during which she spent seven days 
in Southeast Alaska before heading 
toward Hawaii. In all, CabSav was 
WUDFNHG�IRU����GD\V�DQG�������NP�
during her migration and came within 
����NP�RI�0DXL�EHIRUH�WKH�WDJ�VWRSSHG�
transmitting on December 16.

This information alone was extremely 
valuable for identifying CabSav’s 
critical habitats in Alaska, her migratory 
route, and her winter destination. 
Indeed, tagging allows us to track 
the movements and dive behavior of 
individual whales anywhere in the world 
for periods of weeks to months, thus 
providing vital data for the management 
and conservation of these animals. 
+RZHYHU��DOO�EXW�WKH�YHU\�ORQJHVW�OLYHG�
tags exhaust their batteries and stop 
functioning in less than a year, so we 
rely on other means to augment the 
information we learn from our tags.

Fortunately for us, studying whales can 
sometimes be as easy as taking a picture! 
Humpback whales famously lift their tail 
out of the water when diving, providing 
a stunning opportunity for photographs. 
7KH�XQLTXH�VKDSH�DQG�FRORU�SDWWHUQ�RI�
WKHLU�WDLO�ŅXNHV�PDNH�WKRVH�SKRWRJUDSKV�

a great way to identify individuals. 
5HVHDUFKHUV�FROOHFW�FDWDORJV�RI�ŅXNH�
photographs (called ID photos) to keep 
track of where individuals have been 
seen across multiple years. By looking 
LQWR�KHU�VLJKWLQJ�KLVWRU\�IURP�SKRWR�,'�
records, CabSav’s story became even 
richer. Not only has she been seen in 
6RXWKHDVW�$ODVND�D�ZKRSSLQJ����WLPHV�
LQ����\HDUV��IURP������WR��������EXW�VKH�
has also been seen in Hawaii in four years 
GDWLQJ�EDFN�WR�������7KLV�\HDU��&DE6DY�
was seen near Maui in January and again 
near Chatham Strait, in the summer, both 
times with her new calf (Figure 1). These 
connections can have huge conservation 
implications by telling us, for example, 
whether a whale using an area is part of 
WKH�QRQ�HQGDQJHUHG�+DZDLLDQ�SRSXODWLRQ�
�PRUH�WKDQ��������LQGLYLGXDOV��RU�WKH�
critically endangered Central American 
SRSXODWLRQ��IHZHU�WKDQ�����LQGLYLGXDOV��

Our ability to access CabSav’s rich 
sighting history was made possible 
E\�DQ�RQOLQH�SKRWR�,'�UHVRXUFH�FDOOHG�
Happywhale that compares ID photos 

to detect matches that would be very 
GLņFXOW�DQG�WLPH�FRQVXPLQJ�IRU�KXPDQV��
In using Happywhale, we get more 
EDQJ�IRU�RXU�EXFN�IURP�RXU�ńHOG�HŃRUWV�
by generating additional information 
from the whales we photograph (both 
tagged and untagged). To date, we have 
XSORDGHG�������,'�SKRWRV�RI�������
XQLTXH�LQGLYLGXDOV�IURP�ORFDOHV�DV�UHPRWH�
as Antarctica and the Bering Sea and 
spanning multiple decades (Figure 2). This 
EHQHńWV�WKH�EURDGHU�UHVHDUFK�FRPPXQLW\�
E\�OLQNLQJ�GLņFXOW�WR�UHDFK�SODFHV�WR�
areas where whales are more commonly 
photographed, like Monterey Bay or the 
Hawaiian Islands.

The best part is that anyone can 
be a whale scientist! In addition to 
researchers, hundreds of citizen 
scientists around the globe are 
submitting their photos to Happywhale. 
They can then discover where their 
whales have been seen and by whom, 
all while helping researchers better 
understand and conserve these 
great animals. The public nature of 
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FIGURE 1:  �&DEHUQHW�6DXYLJQRQ��ZLWK�KHU�FDOI�LQ�6RXWKHDVW�$ODVND�LQ�6HSWHPEHU�������3KRWRJUDSK�LQ�
+DSS\ZKDOH�FRP�E\�0LQG\�+XVWRQ��OLFHQVHG�XQGHU�&&�%<�����



WHAT IS 
HAPPYWHALE?
+DSS\ZKDOH�LV�DQ�RQOLQH�SKRWR�,'� 
UHVRXUFH�WKDW�XVHV�DUWLńFLDO�LQWHOOLJHQFH� 
and machine learning to automatically 
compare and match ID photos of 
humpback whales. 

To date, Happywhale contains photos of 
RYHU��������LQGLYLGXDO�KXPSEDFN�ZKDOHV� 
IURP�DURXQG�WKH�ZRUOG��8VLQJ�WKH�XQLTXH� 
coloration patterns and serrations on the 
WUDLOLQJ�HGJH�RI�WKH�ŅXNHV��+DSS\ZKDOH� 
FDQ�PDWFK�ZKDOHV����WLPHV�IDVWHU�DQG� 
more accurately than the human eye.  
7KH�DOJRULWKP�KDV�D�����VXFFHVV�UDWH� 
�HYHQ�ZLWK�OHVVHU�TXDOLW\�LPDJHV���DQG�LQ� 
many instances has discovered matches 
that researchers missed. 

For the WHET Lab’s page on 
Happywhale, please visit  
KWWSV���ZZZ�KDSS\ZKDOH�FRP�RUJ�����

FIGURE 2:  3KRWR�,'�PDWFKHV�IRU�����KXPSEDFN�ZKDOHV�SKRWRJUDSKHG�E\�WKH�:+(7�/DE�EHWZHHQ�
�����DQG������DW�VL[�1RUWK�3DFLńF�ORFDWLRQV��DV�UHYHDOHG�WKURXJK�+DSS\ZKDOH��7KH�QXPEHUV�LQ�FLUFOHV�
LQGLFDWH�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�FRQQHFWLRQV�WR�NQRZQ�PLJUDWRU\�GHVWLQDWLRQV��ZLWK�WKH�ROGHVW�FRQQHFWLRQ�GDWLQJ�
EDFN�WR������

Happywhale has also connected us with 
citizen scientists and other researchers 
who have sighted our tagged whales 
months and even years after tagging, 
allowing us to better monitor a 
ZKDOH÷V�ORQJ�WHUP�KHDOWK�DQG�FHOHEUDWH�
milestones like the birth of CabSav’s calf.

3KRWR�,'�PDWFKLQJ�DOORZV�XV�WR�EHWWHU�
connect local and regional movements 
REWDLQHG�IURP�WUDFNLQJ�GDWD�WR�GLŃHUHQW�
humpback whale population segments. 
'XULQJ�WKH�VSULQJ�WKURXJK�IDOO�IHHGLQJ�
VHDVRQ��ZKDOHV�IURP�GLŃHUHQW�EUHHGLQJ�
SRSXODWLRQV�DQG�ZLWK�GLŃHUHQW�
FRQVHUYDWLRQ�VWDWXVHV�PL[�RŃ�WKH�
western coast of North America, so it is 
important to understand which whales 
are using an area (Figure 2). Wildlife 
management agencies can then prioritize 
HŃRUWV�WR�UHGXFH�WKH�LPSDFWV�IURP�
potentially harmful human activities 
OLNH�YHVVHO�WUDņF��ńVKHULHV��DQG�QRLVH�LQ�
places where it matters most (i.e., where 
endangered populations occur).  MMI

BELOW:��3KRWRJUDSKV�WDNHQ�E\�WKH�:+(7�/DE�LQ������DQG������RI�WKH�ZKDOH�FDWDORJHG�DV�
0Q&$�������VKRZ�FKDQJHV�RYHU�WLPH�WKDW�FDQ�UHVXOW�LQ�PLVVHG�PDWFKHV�E\�VFLHQWLVWV�EXW�DUH�
VXFFHVVIXOO\�PDWFKHG�E\�+DSS\ZKDOH��:KHQ�UHVLJKWHG�LQ������RŃ�+DOI�0RRQ�%D\��&$��WKLV�
ZKDOH�ZDV�ZLWKLQ���PLOHV�RI�LWV�ńUVW�HQFRXQWHU����\HDUV�HDUOLHU�DQG�RQO\���GD\V�ODWHU�LQ�WKH�\HDU�

https://www.happywhale.com/org/169



