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At present, almost all of the whale watching boats are crewed by local 

communities. In terms of interpretation they are presented with a few difficulties.  

 

Å Firstly, English is not their first language, making it difficult to converse as 

fluently as guides in English-speaking countries. 

 

Å Secondly, not being fluent in English makes it difficult to access technical 

information which can be relayed to clients in guiding. 

 

Å Thirdly, different clients have different expectations in terms of the level of detail 

they would like on a whale watch.  

 

The objective of this information pack is to be a self-help guide for clients on 

these boats to have information, especially if they have booked directly onto a 

boat without a naturalist guide.  

 

However, this pack will be also be used to supplement the information provided 

by the naturalist guides of the companies that are supporting the distribution of 

this pack. 

 

Copies of this guide can be down-loaded from the web. 

 



And if you see a Blue Whaleé.. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pause for a moment to think of how privileged you are. This 

is the largest animal to live on the planet. It is bigger 

than any dinosaur. 

 

Humanity almost lost this amazing animal. Almost every 999 

in 1,000 Blue Whales were killed by whalers in Antarctic 

waters. Illegal whaling by the Soviets which continued up to 

1980, and nearly wiped out the Indian Ocean population.  

 

A large number of the Blue Whales were killed for their oil to 

be used in soap and margarine. 

 

Since it was publicised in May 2008 that Sri Lanka was Best 

for Blue Whale, tens of thousands of people have seen what 

until then was considered one of the hardest animals to 

see in the world. 



And if you see a Sperm Whaleé.. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is the largest toothed carnivore 

on the planet. 

 

It is the deepest diver in the animal 

kingdom, with dives recorded of up to 3 

kilometres. More typically they feed at 

depths of 400 meters.  

 

It is an intelligent social animal with a 

social structure similar to elephants. The 

pods found off Sri Lanka are breeding 

schools. 



Part 1: Sri Lanka s Top Whale Watching Stories 
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Best in World 

Sri Lanka is best for Blue Whale in the world. December to mid April from Mirissa. 

In Trincomalee, peak encounter rate is in March and April, but season extends to 

August. 

Å Sri Lanka is best for super-pods of Sperm Whales in the world. Kalpitiya from 

December to April. Trincomalee from March to April. 

Å Sri Lanka has best chance of a Blue Whale and Sperm Whale on the same 

sailing, in the world. Mirissa and Trincomalee, seasons as above. 

ÅSwamy Rock in Trincomalee is the best shore-based site for Blue Whales in 

world for watching. Seasonal. 

 

Noteworthy 

Å Super-pods of Spinner Dolphins off Kalpitiya. December to mid April. 

Å 5 species of marine turtle come ashore to nest, months vary by species. Turtles 

seen on sailings. 

Å Brydeôs Whale regular in Kalpitiya. 

 

Target Species World  Asia  

Blue Whale 1 1 

Sperm Whale Top 10 1 

Sperm Whale Super-pods 1 1 

Sri Lankaôs Ranking: Blue and Sperm Whales 

 



Feeding Strategies of Blue Whales (migrants vs. residents) 

Å The majority of Blue Whales (ómigrantsô) seem to arrive around November-December 

and leave in April, in an East-West migration (The hypothesis by Dr. Charles 

Anderson and others). 

Å Some seem to be present throughout the year (óresidentsô) . Until Sep 2011, we had 

no answer as to whether enough were óresidentsô to make commercial whale 

watching possible during the East Coast season (May-August). Note that even 

óresidentsô may alternate between feeding off the east and west coasts depending on 

where krill is available. 



Sri Lankaôs Whale Watching Triangle 

Whale Watching Locations in Sri Lanka

Site Publicised

Trincomaleee Known in 1980s. Re-investigated  in April 2010. 

Extension of season publicised in Sep 2011

Mirissa Publicised in May 2008

Kalpitiya Publicised in Feb 2010



Location Summary 
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Time & Encounter Rate Blues Whales: Resident vs. Migrant Rough Seas

Mirissa

Blue Whales

November to mid April. December-January Blue Whales migrating East to Bay of 

Bengal and return migration to Arabian Sea (Horn of Africa) in April- March. 90% 

Encounter rate in season.

Sperm Whales

Ad hoc throughout season. Super-pods not common.

Outside the migratory period, the seas are 

too rough to look for resident Blue Whales.

South-west Monsoon: May to Sep. Inter-

monsoonal October. Calming from 

November. Turns rough in mid April.

Trincomalee

Blue Whales

March to April: Max numbers of Blues because of migrants. 90% Encounter rate in 

this period.

Migrants + Resident Blue Whales. North-east Monsoon: October to 

February. Seas calm from March to late 

September.

May to September: Resident Blues Resident Blue Whales.

Sperm Whales

March to April, super-pods have been recorded. Data still thin.

Between May to August, Trincomalee has a combined encounter rate for Blue or 

Sperm Whales.

Kalpitiya

Blue Whales

Rarely seen.

Resident Blue Whales may be present 

during South-west Monsoon, but seas are 

too rough to look for them.

Sperm Whales

Most reliable site in Sri Lanka for Sperm Whales. December to mid April. Encounter 

rate from 1 in 3 to 1 in 5. But data still thin.

March to April, super-pods have been recorded.

Orca

Seems to be recorded every year, best site in Sri Lanka but too infrequent to go in 

search of it.

Dugong

Whale watchers have encountered it. But too infrequent to go in search of it.

South-west Monsoon: May to September. 

Inter-monsoonal October. Calming from 

November. Turns rough in mid April.

See earlier slide for meaning of óresidentô 



Ç Blue Whale 

 

Å Short stubby (spiky) dorsal fin.  

Å Pale mottling on skin. 

Ç   Sperm Whale 

 

Å Rounded (conical) dorsal fin. 
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Part 2: How to tell apart Blue & Sperm Whales 

 

 

 



Ç   Sperm Whale 

Å Tail is a narrower triangle. 

Å Trailing edge of each fluke rounded and 

convex.  

Å Deeply indented notch between flukes. 
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Ç   Blue Whale 

Å Tail is a broad triangle. 

Å Trailing edge a shallow V. Each 

fluke is convex.  

Å Shallow notch in middle.  

Å Fluke patterns enable scientists to identify individual whales using 
photographic identification. 



Ç Sperm Whale  

Å Knuckles  or serration on top. 

Ç Blue Whale 

Å Smooth outline. 
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Ç  Sperm Whale  

 

Å Shows a wrinkled body. 

Å No mottling. 
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Ç  Blue Whale 

 

ÅFat sausage  like body 

when seen from the side.  

Å Mottling. 



Ç Blue Whale 

Can offer very different profiles. 

Å Sausage shaped 

from the  side 

Å Can look long 

like a cigar when 

viewed from front 

or behind.  

 

Å Blue Whales 

are used to 

boats and may 

get close to you. 

But boats should 

not go up to 

them to avoid 

stress.  



Ç Blue Whale 

Å Almost always have 
Remoras (sucker 
fish).  
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Ç Sperm Whale 

Å Remoras absent on sperm whales. 

Å Sperm Whales can dive and feed 
at depths between 1-3 km. The 
remoras would be crushed to 
death at these depths if they 
stayed on a Sperm Whale. 



Ç Blue Whale ï Behavioural differences 

The Northern Indian Ocean Blue Whales seen off Sri Lanka differ 
from the ones off Baja California.  

ÅIn Baja, they fluke up 1 in 10 dives. Off Sri Lanka, they fluke-up 9 
in 10 dives (unless they are feeding near the surface). 

Å Per Michael Fishback, Blues in Baja have remoras only around 
the dorsal fin. Off Sri Lanka, they have remoras all over. 
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Ç      Baleen or Toothed or Whale? 
Å Whales & dolphins are broadly of two kinds (families). Baleen whales (or 

Mysticetes meaning moustached whales in a reference to the bristly baleen) or 

Toothed whales (Odontocetes).  Toothed whales like the dolphins and Sperm Whales 

have a single blow hole and baleen whales like the Blue Whale has two. In the 

photograph below taken from the upper deck of a whale watching boat, the twin blow 

holes of a Blue whale is just about visible. 

 

Å Baleen Whales sieve their food through baleen sheets and don t have 

 teeth. 

(c) Gehan  de Silva Wijeyeratne  

To see the twin blow holes 

you will need to be on the 

upper deck of a whale 

watching boat. 



Ç      Baleen Whale ïtwin blow holes 

The image above by Tony Wu shows the 

twin blow holes closed by a baleen whale 

(Blue Whale) which has dived. Other 

animals including crocodiles and hippos 

can make their nostrils water-tight 

underwater. 

The aerial image to the left by Chitral 

Jayatilake shows clearly  the open twin 

blow holes . Most whale watchers wonôt 

see them so clearly as the splash guard 

around the blow holes blocks the view. 


