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The Marine Mammal Center and San Francisco Harbor Safety Committee Pilot New Vessel 

Operator Training Program to Improve Whale Safety in San Francisco Bay   

(SAUSALITO, Calif. – February 6, 2026) — As gray whales return to San Francisco Bay during their 

annual migration, The Marine Mammal Center, the world’s largest marine mammal hospital, partnered 

with the San Francisco Harbor Safety Committee’s Marine Mammal Subcommittee to develop Whale 

Smart, an education and training program for commercial vessel operators, including high-speed ferry and 

passenger vessels, to enhance whale safety efforts.       

Developed in response to an unprecedented year of gray whale sightings and strandings, Whale 

Smart builds on coordinated efforts to reduce the risk of vessel strikes and improve safe coexistence 

between marine traffic and whales in one of the nation’s busiest waterways.   

The training program promotes the following best practices in areas of known or recent whale activity 

through targeted education and communication:   

• Understand why gray whales are using San Francisco Bay   

• Quickly identify whales and interpret key behaviors to prevent dangerous close encounters    

• Navigate safely in high-whale-activity areas using proven, practical operating guidelines    

• Share real-time sightings with Vessel Traffic Service to improve awareness and coordination 

across the bay   

“Every action we take in San Francisco Bay matters,” said Kathi George, Director of Cetacean 

Conservation Biology at The Marine Mammal Center. “Whale Smart gives mariners the information they 

need to protect whales while maintaining safe and efficient operations, at a time when the species needs it 

most. Partnerships and collaboration are vital to addressing the complex challenge of whale safety in a 

heavily trafficked waterway like San Francisco Bay.”   

The training program includes a series of short-form training videos designed for practical use by 

professional mariners.   

Why It Matters Now   

Last year, 26 whale strandings were reported or responded to in the Bay Area by the Center and partners 

at the California Academy of Sciences. Of those, 21 were gray whales, with nine classified as suspect or 

probable vessel strikes.    
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This comes amid growing concern for the species. NOAA Fisheries’ Southwest Fisheries Science 

Center released a new population estimate last June for eastern North Pacific gray whales: 12,900 whales, 

the lowest number since the early 1970s. This follows a recently closed Unusual Mortality Event (UME) 

that saw the population decline by more than 50 percent. The estimated calf count of 85 is the lowest 

since record-keeping began in 1994, signaling reproduction levels too low to support population 

recovery.   

Scientists believe changing Arctic conditions — where gray whales feed during the summer — may be 

forcing the species to adapt to unprecedented environmental changes.   

With the first gray whale of 2026 reported unseasonably early inside San Francisco Bay on January 21, 

2026, by the Center’s Cetacean Conservation Biology Team, the need to expand protective efforts is 

critical. Observation data has shown individual gray whales are spending longer periods of time in the bay 

during their migratory season, and many are actively foraging, heightening the risk of vessel strikes.    

Building on Proven Collaboration   

Whale Smart builds on protective measures implemented last year in coordination with members of the 

San Francisco Harbor Safety Committee, including:   

• Ferry operators taking proactive steps to avoid whales, such as cutting engines after spotting a 

gray whale and allowing it to pass safely before resuming service.    

• U.S. Coast Guard Vessel Traffic Service (VTS) issues broadcast alerts for all whale sightings, 

alerting mariners to exercise extreme caution.    

• VTS working directly with ferry operators to implement temporary lane changes, particularly east 

of Angel Island where whale sightings were highest, further reducing the risk of vessel strikes.   

“The safety committee is the most effective forum we have for balancing navigation safety with the 

protection of marine wildlife,” said Scott Humphrey, Chair of the San Francisco Harbor Safety 

Committee. “Whale Smart is an example of a proactive solution to address a complex issue by bringing 

stakeholders together to solve problems and promote whale and human safety on the water.”   

The public can play an important role in protecting whales and helping our experts by reporting sightings 

through our website or via the WhaleAlert app. 

PARTNERS   

Golden Gate Ferry, Blue & Gold Fleet, San Francisco Bay Ferry, City Cruises, The Marine Mammal 

Center, California Academy of Sciences, Benioff Ocean Science Laboratory, California Marine Sanctuary 

Foundation, San Francisco State University Estuary & Ocean Sciences Center, United States Coast Guard 

Vessel Traffic Service San Francisco   

ABOUT THE MARINE MAMMAL CENTER:    

The Marine Mammal Center is a global leader in marine mammal health, science and conservation, and is 

the largest marine mammal hospital in the world. As a leading contributor to the global body of research 

and knowledge about marine mammal medicine and ocean health, the Center generates research findings 

and scientific outputs at volumes comparable to top academic institutions and prides itself on gathering 

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/feature-story/eastern-north-pacific-gray-whales-continue-decline-after-downturn-during-unusual
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/national/marine-life-distress/2019-2023-eastern-north-pacific-gray-whale-ume-closed
https://www.marinemammalcenter.org/report-an-animal/whale-dolphin-sightings
https://conserve.io/new-page


and providing open research data that is free to access, reuse, repurpose and redistribute. The Center’s 

teaching hospital and training programs operate globally with headquarters in Sausalito, CA. The Center 

has rescued more than 27,000 marine mammals from 600 miles of authorized rescue area along the 

California coastline and Hawai‘i Island. The Center’s mission is to advance ocean health through marine 

mammal rescue and rehabilitation, research, and education.    

For more information, please visit MarineMammalCenter.org. Follow us 

on Facebook, Instagram and Twitter.    
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