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WHALE WATCHING

A pair of humpbacks surface near whale-watching kayakers off Seabright State Beach on Monday morning.

Humpbacks draw swarm
of whale watchers to bay =
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Near-shore encounters

lead to traffic on water

By TOVIN LAPAN

tlapan@santacruzsentinel.com

SANTA CRUZ— During the past
i week conditions have aligned to
' make for ideal whale watching.

Clear skies, warm weather, a rel-

.| ative lack of swell resulting in calm

water and, perhaps most impor-
tantly, an abundance of bait fish
have brought humpback whales
close to shore.

Combined with news reports
that showed whales breaching
close to kayakers, the prime con-
ditions have led to traffic jams of
small boats within a mile of the
Santa Cruz coastline.

The crowded conditions have
raised alarms about safety of both
boaters and the marine mam-
mals.

“It’s’like a circus event out
there,” said Kenny Stagnaro, who
runs Stagnaro Sport Fishing, Char-
ters and Whale Watching Cruis-
es, after returning from a whale
watching excursion and seeing
the volume of small crafts in close
proximity of the whales.
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Two kayakers get an up-close and possibly risky encounter with the slap of
a humpback’s tail on Monday in the Monterey Bay.

“I don’t think it was disturbing
the whales all that much, but the
danger for people is incredible,” he
said. “A lot of people don’t under-
stand the power of these animals.
With a tail throw they could break
a kayak or kill someone. ... It’s just
not safe.”

Stagnaro said he and other whale
watching captains saw kayaks cap-
sized by the powerful movements
of the whales’ tails in the past few
days. His tours were booked full
this past weekend, but space was
available for tours this week. :

Kayak rental shops were doing
steady business at the harbor
Monday. A pack of kayakers and
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A crowd of kayakers gathers off the Eastside as a whale surfaces on Monday.
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A boat speeds toward two humpbacks swimming in the bay off Seacliff State Beach on Monday.
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other small boats could be
seen in between the Munici-
pal Wharf and the Santa Cruz
Small Craft Harbor swarming
to spots where whales were
spotted like bees following a
child with a snow cone.

In the early afternoon Matt
Chaney and Natalie Sharp
readied a two-person kayak
for launch from the west end
of the harbor.

“Natalie’s mom went out
yesterday and said she saw
whales and got within 10 feet
of them,” Chaney said. “We
heard that a couple of kayaks
got turned over this week-
end so we plan to keep our
distance and stay away from
packs of other kayakers so we
don’t get hemmed in.”

The humpbacks that are
coming close to shore to feed
are protected by both the
Endangered Species Act and
the rules regarding the Mon-
terey Bay National Marine
Sanctuary, said Robert Yer-
ena, the National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Adminis-
tration’s enforcement officer
for the sanctuary.

In general, whale watchers
should stay back at least 100
yanw from wildlife and shpuld
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not interfere with the marine
mammals’ movements.

Even when boaters observe
the rules, it can be hard to pre-
dict when and where a whale
will surface.

A small sailboat from the
UC Santa Cruz boating cen-
ter was out on the bay follow-
ing protocol Friday when a
humpback whale suddenly
emerged underneath it, lifted
the boat a couple feet in the
air and then dropped it back
down.

“We’ve been really careful
to keep our distance and make
sure everyone is following reg-
ulations,” said Rusty Kingon,
UCSC boating director, who
added that there was minor
damage to the vessel. “We
are trying to run classes and
not get caught up with whale
watchers.”

MU THALERSENTI NEL
Kayakers maneuver around the massive form of a humpback as it
surfaces close to Santa Cruz on Monday moming.

Stagnaro said he received
a call from NOAA before the
weekend asking him to help
enforce the rules while he was
out on the water. He said he
was “disappointed” that no
marine sanctuary boats were
out this weekend to maintain
safe conditions on the water.

“I went out Friday, but not
Saturday or Sunday,” Yer-
ena said. “We only have one
enforcement officer for all 276
miles of coastline in the sanc- _
tuary. I do plan to be out Tues-
day in the boat.”

Santa Cruz Harbor Patrol
has been intercepting peo-
ple before they go out on the
water and sent its boat into
the bay this past weekend to
help inform whale watchers
of the regulations, said Ryan
Catterlin, harbor operations
asgistant.



