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1970s to 1980s
Birth of Cetacean Tagging

1932 to 1960s
Discovery Marks

1983
First Satellite Tag on Whale (Mn)

1990s to Present
Accelerated Advancements

Evolution of Cetacean Tagging: Gradualism and Punctuated Equilibria 
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• The start of using “tags” to track cetaceans was initiated in 1932 
(to the 1960s) by the Discovery Committee to collect data on 
whaling catches 

• The Discovery-type mark was a uniquely numbered steel tube, 28-
cm long tipped with a lead point, labeled with a serial number and 
return address (see Rayner 1940)

• Tags were embedded into the blubber of whales via 12-gauge 
shotgun

• Whalers were rewarded for reporting information about their 
catch to the Committee after a tag was found on a caught whale 

• Data were simplistic but insightful 

“Discovering” the Value of Tagging Data



1986
1985

1984 19841977

Gradualism of Tag Designs 1970s to 1980s

From Montgomery (ed.) 1987



 1987 MMS (with MMC) - Workshop to Assess Possible Systems for Tracking Large Cetaceans (Montgomery 1987)

 1999 NE Aquarium - Workshop on the Effects of Tagging North Atlantic Right Whales (Kraus et al. 1999; Quinn et al. 1999)

 2005 MMC/NMFS - Large Whale Tagging Workshop (effects, follow up, decision frameworks) (Weller 2008)

 2009 ONR - Cetacean Tag Design Workshop (ONR 2009)

 2009 – National Oceanographic Partnership Program (NOPP) – Call for Proposals

 2017 ONR/IWC/NOAA - Workshop on Cetacean Tag Development, Follow-Up and Best Practices (Andrews et al. 2019)

 2023 MMC, NOAA, ONR, DFO - North Atlantic Right Whale Tagging Workshop

Rise of the Workshops: Collective Learning, Scientific Advancement, Ethical Awareness  



 1987 MMS (with MMC) - Workshop to Assess Possible Systems for Tracking Large Cetaceans (Montgomery 1987)

 2009 ONR - Cetacean Tag Design Workshop (ONR 2009)

 2017 ONR/IWC/NOAA - Workshop on Cetacean Tag Development, Follow-Up and Best Practices (Andrews et al. 2019)

Towards a Common Target: Systems, Designs, Best Practices  

From Andrews et al. 2019



 1999 NE Aquarium - Workshop on the Effects of Tagging North Atlantic Right Whales (Kraus et al. 1999; Quinn et al. 1999)*

 2005 MMC/NMFS - Large Whale Tagging Workshop (effects, follow up, decision frameworks) (Weller 2008)

 2017 ONR/IWC/NOAA - Workshop on Cetacean Tag Development, Follow-Up and Best Practices (Andrews et al. 2019)

Acknowledging Risk - Evaluation of Behavioral, Physiological and Demographic Effects   

*1988-1997 - 55 implantable tags deployed (41 satellite and 14 VHF or acoustic types)



2009 - National Oceanographic Partnership Program (NOPP) and Interagency Committee on Ocean Science and 
Resource Management Integration 

Joint Collaboration: NOAA, API, NSF, MMS (BOEM) and ONR that provide ~$3M in funding over a 3-4 yr period

TOPIC 1 - Improving attachments of electronic data loggers to cetaceans 
• Sub-Topic 1A – Determining causes of tag attachment success and/or failure
• Sub-Topic 1B – Case studies on short- and long-term physical, physiological and behavioral 

effects
Funding helped to advance rapid progress on: 
(a) suction cup tag technology  
(b) LIMPET (Type A) anchored tag technology
(c) evaluation of behavioral, physiological and demographic effects of implantable Type C tags 

(e.g. Gulf of Maine Mn and ENP Er and Bm)

Further Leveraging of NOPP 2009
2013 ONR – Type C tag redesign following detection of existing flaws
2018 ONR – Deployment and performance testing of redesigned Type C tags and potential effects
2020 ONR – Further evaluation of Type C tag performance and potential effects  

Punctuated Equilibria 2009-2020





Attached Tags NARW 1988-2023
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Sources: 1988-2021 New England Aquarium (A. Knowlton); 2019, 2022-2023 Fisheries and Oceans Canada (A. Labbé) 

1998-2021: 90 tagging events of 85 individuals
1988-1997: Kraus et al. 1999; Quinn et al. 1999

Period of Punctuated Equilibria



Suction Cup Tags NARW 1999-2021
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Source: 1999-2021 New England Aquarium (A. Knowlton)

1999-2021: 214 tagging events of 160 individuals





The ever-increasing “need to know” conservation and management information on NARWs and other endangered 
whales calls for scientists, managers, stakeholders and the general public to assess whether the benefits of tagging in a 
given case outweigh the associated costs (i.e. risks to individuals). 

If the answer to the above is “yes” - multi-context decision-making frameworks will be needed to ensure that 
precautionary approaches to tagging are undertaken and that specific need to know data can be collected (either stand 
alone or in concert with other methods)

If the answer is “no” - utilization, adaptation or development of existing or alternative methods capable (in time) of 
providing need to know information will be needed.

Cost-Benefit Analysis of Tagging in the Context of Endangered Whales
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