
Gray Whales
— still surprising us!

➢ Fewer than 180 remain

➢ They feed off Russia’s east coast

➢ We don’t know where they go to breed 

➢ We tagged them off Sakhalin Island to 
find out

Western Gray Whales

Three whales were tracked leaving Russia. 
They surprised us by moving east — rather 
than south to their presumed breeding 
area in the South China Sea.

Flex and Varvara made it all the way to the 
North American west coast before heading 
south along the well-established migration 
route of Eastern gray whales. 

Varvara visited all major calving lagoons 
along Baja California, Mexico, before 
migrating back to Russia.

What Tags Revealed…

The movements of Flex, Varvara, and Agent raise questions about gray whale population 
structure:

➢ Do the feeding ranges of Eastern and Western gray whales overlap more than we 
thought? Photo-ID and genetic studies also confirm links between Sakhalin Is. and 
North America.

➢ How many Western gray whales are there at Sakhalin Is. and where do they go?

Future tagging in Russia will help answer these questions.

What’s Next?

“Flex”

Sex: male
Year tagged: 2010
Age at tagging: 13
Days tracked: 124
Distance: 8,599 km

“Agent”

Sex: female
Year tagged: 2011
Age at tagging: 6
Days tracked: 125
Distance: 8,064 km

“Varvara”

Sex: female
Year tagged: 2011
Age at tagging: 8
Days tracked: 408
Distance: 26,976 km

Distribution Range
Western Population
~ 180 whales
Critically Endangered

Eastern Population
~ 18,000 whales

Recovered

Sakhalin Is.

Sponsors

NMFS Permit No. 369-1757

From small boats we attach tags to whales.

Tags transmit when whales are at the surface.

Transmissions are received by satellites and 
whale locations are sent to our computers.

This technology allows us to track whales 
anywhere in the world.

Satellite Tagging

Click here to see the related publication for more information
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