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Eastern North Pacific Gray Whales Migrating North off the Central California Coast: 
A Photo-Identification Catalog of Mother-Calf Pairs 2012-2019 

James W. Gilpatrick, Jr., Chelsea Parrish, Alexa K. Kownacki, Morgan S. Lynn, Wayne L. Perryman and David W. 
Weller 
Introduction 

The majority of eastern North Pacific gray whales (Eschrichtius robustus) annually migrate southward from summer 
feeding grounds in the Pacific Arctic to wintering areas off Baja California, Mexico (Rice and Wolman, 1971). Both 
the southward and northward migration are segregated, to a large extent, by age, sex and reproductive condition. 
During the northward migration, females with their calves of the year are the last to depart the Baja wintering areas. 
These mother-calf pairs are observed on the migration route between late March and late May and typically arrive 
to the summer feeding grounds sometime between May and June.  

Between 1994 and 2023, shore-based counts of northbound gray whale calves have been conducted each spring by 
NOAA’s Southwest Fisheries Science Center off central California (Fig. 1) and the results most recently published in 
Stewart and Weller (2021) and Eguchi et al. (2023). Between 2012 and 2019, shore-based photo-identification efforts 
of mother-calf pairs were carried out simultaneously with the visual survey and the images collected are represented 
in this catalog of identified individuals.  

Materials and Methods 

Shore-based marine mammal observers collected digital images of gray whale mother-calf pairs as they passed 
close to shore (normally within 200-400 m). Photos were taken during the eight-year period (2012-2019) with 
various models of Canon DSLR cameras equipped with either a 100-400mm or 800mm lens. Image file formats 
were set at JPEG, RAW or both. Cameras were mounted on a tripod located directly in front of the visual survey 
observation platform (35° 39’ 51” N, 121° 17’ 3” W). Most photos captured the right-side flanks of mothers with 
their calves as they migrated north. The position of the calf relative to the mother was recorded in a separate data 
file, in addition to what was captured in the associated images, to differentiate their respective position to one 
another.  

For the purpose of individual matching, the quality of photographic images contained in this catalog include those 
that are generally of good or better quality, documenting mottling and scarring patterns of individual whales, but 
are not necessarily suitable for other analytical purposes. Native resolution digital images were archived and saved 
using Adobe InDesign software. For the purpose of this printed publication, digital photographs were converted to 
PDF files. This file format conversion resulted in some reduction in the resolution of the photographs. The native 
resolution images are available on request, however, for confirmation of individual matching in cases where the 
pdf images provided herein are insufficient.  

Photo-identification matching was conducted by the lead author using native resolution digital images. These 
images were later edited using the Adobe Photoshop to standardize them for placement in Adobe InDesign photo 
templates upon which the individual catalog entries are based. 

Catalog Description 

This catalog is comprised of adult female gray whale mothers that were accompanying calves at the time they 
were photographed. Additionally, calves (those with sufficient markings to be reliably individually-identified) 
associated with their mothers are included in this catalog. The age class for several adult females and calves are 
denoted as “probable” in the supplemental information for specific images. Inter-annual resightings of two 



individuals were recorded1. Two mothers were photographed and matched at 3-year intervals. One of these 
females (GW12-PB-023-R) was first photographed in 2012 with a calf and then photographed again with a calf in 
2015. The other female (GW13-PB-023-R) was first photographed in 2013 with a calf and then photographed again 
with a calf in 2016 (see Fig.2). 

The overarching objective of making this catalog openly available is to facilitate regional and international 
cooperation and collaboration amongst research groups collecting data on gray whales in the North Pacific. 

Terms and Definitions 

Interpretation of the text boxes (below) associated with each individual image in the catalog is provided in Table 1. 
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Figure 1. (A) The Piedras Blancas Light Station (Bureau of Land Management) at San Simeon, California. The NOAA 
calf production visual survey and photo-identification research are co-located along the coastal bluff to the left of 
the lighthouse; (B) 25x150 binoculars are used to scan the nearshore study area for gray whale mother-calf pairs.

 

(B)



Figure 2. Inter-annual resightings of two adult females (mothers). 
 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 



Table 1. Terms and definitions associated with each image of an individual in the catalog. 

Upper Text Box 

Lower Text Box 

Description of Terms: Upper Text Box 

GW0065  
GW0065 marks this as the 65th gray whale (either a female or calf or both together as seen above) photographed in 
a specific year. 

Description of Terms: Lower Text Box 

150529 
Date the image was taken: yymmdd 

1202hrs 
Time the image was taken (local PST) 

PB-0204 
PB = Piedras Blancas study area; 0204 = image number recorded consecutively during the sampling years 

SWFSC-PhotoID 
NOAA, Southwest Fisheries Science Center Gray Whale Photo-Identification Project 

(Female) R 
Right side (R) of the female (i.e. mother) recorded in the photograph 

(fr. 3892) 
Photo frame number recorded by the camera 

Calf inside and at R side of Female 
Supplemental information on the image(s) 

GW0065 

 



 

 

 


 


 Piedras Blancas Gray Whale Photos 2012



 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 


 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 


 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 




 




 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




 

 



 

 

 

 

 Piedras Blancas Gray Whale Photos 2013



 

 

 


 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 



 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 


 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 Piedras Blancas Gray Whale Photos 2014



 

 

 


 



 

 

 


 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 


 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 


 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 


 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 


 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 


 



 

 

 


 




 

 

 


 



 

 




 

 

 


 

 Piedras Blancas Gray Whale Photos 2015



 

 

 

 



 

 

 


 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 


 



 

 

 


 




 

 

 


 



 

 

 


 




 

 

 


 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 


 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 





 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 


 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



GW0061

GW0062

 150520 0900hrs. PB-0200-SWFSC-PhotoID (possible Female) R 
  (fr.3303)

 150520 1530hrs. PB-0201-SWFSC-PhotoID (Female) R (fr.3322)



 

 

 

 



 

 




 

 

 

 

 Piedras Blancas Gray Whale Photos 2016



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 


 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 


 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 


 




 

 

 

 




 

 

 



 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 


 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 


 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 


 



 

 

 

 

 Piedras Blancas Gray Whale Photos 2017



 

 

 

 





 

 

 

 




 

 

 


 



 

 

 


 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 


 Piedras Blancas Gray Whale Photos 2018



 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 




 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 Piedras Blancas Gray Whale Photos 2019
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