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Combined effort frees

tangled humpback

Teamwork
worked to
disentangle

a whale from
recreational
prawn fishing
gear

PAUL GALINSKI
reporterf@prpeak.com

A two-day operation in
local waters to free a hump-
back whale of gear from
recreational prawn fishing
resulted in the whale swim-
ming free.

The search for the whale
started on October 13 af-
ter a report from a tugboat
operator that there was a
whale towing around a big
yellow buoy and a bunch of
rope south of Thormanby
Island, off the lower
Sunshine Coast, according
to Powell River fishery offi-
cer Ben Rahier. Rahier said
he and fishery officer Bill
van Egteren headed down
in the fisheries boat to have
alook.

“While we were search-
ing around down there,
we were assessing differ-
ent humpbacks and killer
whales, looking for gear,”
said Rahier. “We received
another call that a whale
towing a yellow float was ac-
tually in front of Nanaimo.
We went over there and we
had an RCMP vessel, we had
coast guard, and we had a
bunch of folks on the water
trying to track this whale
down, but we weren’t able to

find it.
“Conditions were tough
and there were a lot of

whales in the area. We
looked everywhere and
couldn’t locate the whale.”

Rahier said as soon as the
crew was pulling the boat
out of the water, another call
came in from another tug-
boat operator near Lasqueti
Island, in the southern
Texada Island area, where
there was a whale towing a
yellow float. He said, how-
ever, that the fishery officers
were not able to track down
the whale that day.

In the morning of October
14, another report was
made by a whale-watching
vessel, between Savannah
Point on Texada Island and
Cape Lazo in Comox. He
said there were two whales,
one of which was towing a
yellow buoy attached to a
bunch of rope.

“We headed out from
Powell River to the west
side of Texada Island,” said
Rahier. “The whale-watching
vessel was able to stay on
station. We got on it right
away, and as per our train-
ing, we have a satellite track-
ing tag that is affixed to a
buoy on a length of rope.

“The first thing we wanted
to do is attach that tracking
buoy to whatever gear at-
tached to the whale so we
didn’t lose the whale again.”

Rahier said he was operat-
ing the vessel and on almost
the first try, they were able
to affix the satellite tag and
get it deployed. He said it
was a complicated opera-
tion, given that the whale
was moving at five to seven

knots; there was another
whale in the vicinity.

Once that operation was
concluded, regional marine
mammal response coordina-
tor Paul Cottrell, in another
vessel with his assistant,
went in to disentangle the
whale from the rope. Rahier
said he remained on station
as the rescue vessel.

There was also a sup-
port vessel from the Lower
Mainland on station, which
operated a drone, to provide
real time footage on how the
whale was entangled, as well
as the whale’s movements.

“The whale had a string
of recreational prawn gear
through its mouth,” said
Rahier. “One side of the
whale was pulling the traps
and the line went through
its mouth and back around
to the buoy. We were able to
hook onto the trap side and
essentially work our way
up, cutting as we went and
bringing it into the vessel.
We would have to wait for
the whale to settle after re-
acting to our work and then
go back in and try to cut
more rope, the goal being
cutting the rope as far up to
the mouth as possible.

“On the other side, which
was trailing the yellow float,
as well as our satellite tag,
we attached multiple big
floats to create drag. You
want that other side with
the floats to have as much
drag as possible in the hope
that the line will be pulled
out of the whale’s mouth.”

Rahier said the whale
eventually ended up breach-
ing, almost doing a backflip,
and in doing so, with the
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LENGTHY OPERATION: Showing the recreational prawn
fishing gear that was pulled from a humpback whale’s mouth
in the Salish Sea are [from left] fishery officers Bill van Egteren
and Ben Rahier, with Paul Cottrell, regional marine mammal
response coordinator, who was responsible for cutting the line
that the whale was entangled in. After several hours, the whale
was freed, with no apparent damage. CONTRIBUTED PHOTO

drag from the extra buoys,
the rope dislodged.

“The whale swam off
with its companions,” said
Rahier. “It was a really posi-
tive experience. It sounds
like a simple process but I
think it took us more than
five hours to get to the point
where we were attaching the
other buoys to pull the rope
out of the whale’s mouth. It
was a lengthy process.

“Being the vessel operator,
there are potential dangers,
weaving among the whales.
It was a matter of keeping
the crew safe and making
sure the line did not end up
in the propeller. Worst case
scenario is being towed by a
whale.”

Rahier characterized the
operation as a success and
it appears there was no per-
manent harm done to the

OPEN HOUSE
3 SATURDAY OCTOBER 29 =11 AM TOI PM 4

whale. He said having the
rope through the whale’s
mouth makes it a challenge
for the whale to feed and
go through its regular life
processes. He said such en-
tanglements generally lead
to death if not cleared.

Rahier said a big shout-out
goes to the vessel operators
who called it in.

“If we didn’t have all of
those eyes on the water call-
ing in the location of the
whale, it would have been
really difficult to track it
down and disentangle it like
we did,” said Rahier. “We
always encourage people to
report any marine animal
in distress, especially entan-
gled whales, by calling the
marine mammal incident
reporting hotline.”

The number is
1.800.465.4336.
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Friendly change

In a special resolution at
a special general meeting,
Powell River Friends of the
Library Society changed its
name to qathet Friends of
the Library Society.

Friends of the library di-
rector Linda Harris said at
the September 30 meeting,
those in attendance voted
unanimously in favour of
the name change.

“The friends of thelibrary
supports the library in a
number of ways, such as
raising funds,” said Harris.
“We have a book cube with
books for sale there always
and we have larger book
sales several times during
the year.

“Sometimes, there are
other special events that
are sponsored by the
friends of the library to
raise money.”

Harris said the money
raised goes toward various
programs at Powell River
Public Library, or toward
tangible items that can be

funded.

lllegal entry

At approximately 4:47
pm on October 20, Powell
River RCMP responded to a
break and enter in the 4900
block of Kiwanis Avenue. A
door on a shed at the rear
of the senior housing com-
plex had been pried open
and the shed was entered.
Nothing was taken from in-
side, but the door was dam-
aged as a result.

Anyone with information
about the incident is asked
to contact Powell River
RCMP at 604.485.6255,
or to remain anonymous,
contact Crime Stoppers at
1.800.222.TIPS (8477) or
online at becrimestoppers.
com.
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