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 Introduction
● During winter months, humpback whales (Megaptera 

novaeangliae) migrate from feeding grounds in the North Pacific to 
the ‘Au’au Channel located between the Hawaiian islands of Lanai 
and Maui to breed and raise their young.

● Calves display an array of behaviors including breaching, fin and 
tail slapping, resting, slow travel, fast travel, and circling. These 
behaviors are important for the growth and health of the calf.  

●  We focused on pods consisting of mother/calf pairs and the 
difference in behavior when a male escort (male accompanying a 
female) was present vs absent. 

Results
● We found that there was no statistically significant association 

between calf activity type and escort presence (X2(4) = 5.532, 
p = 0.237). 

 

 

Discussion
● We observed subtle differences in energetic calf behavior (more 

frequent displays, fast travel, and surfacing) when in the presence 
of one or more escorts, but further research is needed to determine 
the significance of these observations. 

● Our research can help start to fill those gaps in knowledge so that 
proper protective measures can be realized for humpback whales. 

● If calf behavior is not properly understood, protections could fail to 
be optimized for humpback whales.

                

Methods
● We identified mother and calf pairs by observation of close 

behavioral association, size differences and juvenile features of the 
calf including size, body color and dorsal fin curvature. 

● We conducted 15 minute focal-follows of whale pods, recording pod 
composition, behaviors, including GPS points where the calf 
surfaced. 

● We ranked calf behavior as 0 for resting, 1 for slow travel/circling, 
and 2 for fast travel/display behaviors (breaching, fluke/pectoral fin 
slapping) and compared activity category against number of escorts 
present using a Chi-Square Test of Independence. 

● We also compared calf surfacing (measured as number of surfaces 
per minute) to number of escorts present. 

● We recorded if there was an escort present and the number of 
escorts present ranging from 0,1, or 2 or more. 

● This research was conducted under NOAA NMFS permit 
#22750-01.
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Figure 2: Calf breaching   Figure 3: Calf fluke slapping

Figure 1. Photographing a Calf Breaching.

Table 1. Table showing qualitative categorization of 
calf activity in relation to number of escorts per follow

Figure 7: Calf surfaces per minute related to number of escorts 
present. We found the rate of calf surfacing appeared to increase with 
the number of escorts present but this effect was not statistically 
significant (F2,20= 0.07, p = 0.93).
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Surfacing is a common behavior as all whales need to breathe. 
Younger calves surface more often. As they mature they can surface 
less as they increase their breath capacity.
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Intense behaviors such as breaching and fluke slapping are a vital 
part of calf development. These activities aid in the production of the 
molecule myoglobin. Myoglobin is crucial for long diving sessions; a 
necessity for adult whales.

Figure 5: Calf surfacing Figure 6: Mother (left) and calf surfacing. 


