PACIFIC MAMMAL RESEARCH
Marine Mammal Research & Education
www.pacmam.org
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OUR STORY
Harbor porpoises are one of the smallest marine mammal residents of the Salish Sea
region, yet by the 1990s they were all but gone from the area. Thankfully they have proved
a rare success story, with numbers in Washington’s inland waters now reported at over
11,000. However through this decline and recovery it became clear that we still know very
little about how these little creatures live; how far they roam, how and when they socialize,
or even how long they live naturally in the wild. That’s where PacMam comes in.
Pacific Mammal Research (PacMam) is dedicated to the study of harbor porpoises and
other marine mammals in their native Salish Sea waters, using non-invasive techniques to
identify and track individual animals over time. By collecting the long-term data necessary
to establish a baseline of what “normal” looks like in the environment we have a unique
way to not only learn more about these cetaceans, but also to monitor the overall health of
their ecosystem through them.

OUR HISTORY
Founded in 2014 by Dr. Cindy Elliser, Pacific Mammal Research (PacMam) conducts high
quality, long-term scientific research on marine mammals of the Salish Sea while actively
involving members of the public through citizen science and education. This interactive
combination of research and education allows PacMam to effectively communicate the
value of studying individual animals to learn more about the species, as well as the
relevance this information has to ensuring their habitat is protected and managed
correctly.
Our main project is the photo-ID of harbor porpoises and harbor seals. As one of only two
long-term harbor porpoise photo-ID projects in the world, PacMam’s work is critical to
deepening our understanding of these and other local marine mammals to ensure they
continue to thrive here in the Salish Sea. We have also initiated a passive acoustic project
that will provide additional information about both of these species, as well as giving us an
idea of the soundscape they live in.

PACMAM AT A GLANCE
 We are a 501(c)3 research and education organization based in Anacortes, WA
 We conduct field research on marine mammals in the Salish Sea and provide
educational outlets for the local community as well as those further afield through
social media
 Current projects include the long-term monitoring of individual harbor porpoises and
harbor seals in the Salish Sea using photo-ID and passive acoustics
 Our organization is run by a 5 member Board of Directors and a research team of 2,
with the help of many additional volunteers and citizen scientists

2

OUR MISSION
PacMam strives to collect long-term data on marine mammals in the Salish Sea using
traditional and innovative techniques to provide vital information about their populations
and any human impacts on them. This type of data is crucial to informing conservation and
management measures as well as increasing our knowledge of the animals and how they
live. We share our findings with the scientific community as well as the public through
community outreach and education. PacMam is committed to helping create an
empowered constituency that can make informed decisions about the marine world they
rely on.

PROJECTS AT A GLANCE
Currently we have 4 projects:
1) Long-term photo-ID surveys:
As PacMam’s original project, our long-term photo-ID monitoring of marine mammal
species in the Salish Sea is what we are most well-known for. Our focal species are
currently harbor porpoises and harbor seals, with any photos of additional species shared
to the relevant groups/researchers to assist in their efforts. This project emphasizes the
collection of critical baseline data that will inform us of changing biological or
environmental conditions. For the harbor porpoise in particular our unique study has
shown that photo-ID on this cryptic, shy species is possible, and many individuals have
been re-identified over periods from days to years. We also collaborate with other
research groups around the Salish Sea (including Canada and the US) collecting/sharing
photos and sightings information and initiating photo-ID projects using PacMam’s protocol.
2) Citizen science:
Much of our citizen science work focuses on assisting with the long-term photo-ID surveys.
Many citizen scientists send sightings and/or photos of animals from various areas in the
Salish Sea. This provides a wider scope for the research in terms of both the amount of
data we get and locations we can collect from, increasing the information we can obtain
about the animals.
3) Education:
We feel very strongly that a community of educated individuals is an empowered one that
can continue the stewardship of this beautiful region. We conduct presentations and
hands-on workshops to all ages, host “marine biologist for a day” experiences, and attend
festivals to help share our love of the Salish Sea and its inhabitants, particularly the often
forgotten harbor porpoise!
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4) Passive acoustics:
By learning more about the soundscape these animals live in, we can learn even more
about their lives and how they interact with human and natural sound sources. We plan to
deploy a fixed passive acoustic monitoring (PAM) device in Burrows Pass, Fidalgo Island
which is an area of high biological importance for harbor porpoises and harbor seals. This
will enable us to investigate trends, analyze vocalizations of these animals, and see whether
there are any unique features that make this area special to these species.

CURRENT PROJECT DETAILS
1) Long-Term Photo-ID Surveys
We have successfully adapted traditional photo-identification (photo-ID) techniques to a
new species, the harbor porpoise, which has typically not been studied this way before due
to their lack of obvious natural markings. Features such as pigmentation, coloration, scars,
and dorsal fin markings are used to identify harbor porpoise individuals and track them
over space and time. Our identification catalogue currently contains over 70 individuals,
many of which have been re-sighted over days, weeks, months and years. This information
will allow us to learn about aspects such as their behavior, societal structure, habitat use,
and movement patterns. Our work is primarily land-based at Burrows Pass, Fidalgo Island,
although we get out on boats as often as possible thanks to volunteers and interested
community members.
We also conduct harbor seal photo-ID using the unique spotting (“pelage”) patterns on
their head and flank. This aspect of our long-term monitoring project is still in its initial
phase, and we are now beginning to enter photographs of seals into a specifically-designed
software program which will enable us to identify known animals much faster.
Project Goals:

 Create regional photo-ID databases for harbor porpoises and harbor seals in the
Salish Sea
 Investigate more about their lives in their natural environment, including where
they go, how frequently they return there, how they socialize, etc.
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 Share our findings with public and scientific communities via presentations, peerreviewed publications and social media
 Conduct consistent observations over multiple years to build a baseline from which
changes can be detected

2) Citizen Science:
Citizen science is community science, and at PacMam we understand the value of having an
enthusiastic, engaged community to share in our work and move it forwards. We work
with citizen scientists to augment our photo-ID project, with individuals sending in sighting
information and/or photographs of harbor porpoises. This data directly contributes to our
long-term study and enables us to collect information from locations and/or times when
we ourselves would not be able to go out. We have already had four successful matches of
known harbor porpoises from our catalogue to photos contributed by citizen scientists,
along with hundreds of sightings reports, proving the validity and worth of this type of
collaborative approach in helping us build a better picture of how these little-known
animals live. The increased geographic reach and effort levels afforded by working with
the community in this way is of huge benefit to us as a small non-profit organization with
limited staff and field time. It also benefits the individuals themselves, who have the
opportunity to build and cultivate a sense of stewardship and involvement in their
environment and the species living in it.
Project Goals:
 Engage individuals to become citizen scientists, collecting and reporting
sightings/photo-ID data
 Expand our photo-ID database using contributed data
 Create an outlet for citizens to build a sense of stewardship and excitement for their
environment, while also becoming involved in their community

3) Education:
Education is a large part of what we do, both in the local community and further afield via
social media and YouTube. Encouraging stewardship of the environment by actively
building a connection with it is key to continuing this conservation movement, so we try to
share information and engage with people as frequently as possible.
We regularly conduct free public presentations about the marine mammals found in the
Salish Sea, as well as our specific work here and what we’re trying to accomplish. These
talks have been very popular and have been given in a variety of settings (e.g. public
libraries, schools, local kayaking groups, retirement homes), with audiences ranging in age
from pre-K to 80+ years old. We also conduct hands-on workshops with local schools,
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providing students a chance to actively engage with their environment in a dynamic way
either in the classroom or outdoors.
Social media has also been pivotal in helping us share information with a wider audience.
PacMam has a consistent presence on Instagram, Facebook and Google+, as well as on our
YouTube channel where we share videos to connect with people on a different level.
Project Goals:

Research Director Dr. Cindy Elliser plays a “predator-prey” game
with students during a week-long STEM Camp.

 Share our knowledge and passion for
the marine environment with local and
global communities
 Continue the environmental
movement by educating the next
generation through presentations,
workshops and other hands-on activities
in conjunction with local schools
 Use social media platforms to share
knowledge in a fun, engaging way

4) Passive Acoustics:
In order to understand more about why these animals return to Burrows Pass, we must
consider all the different influences affecting their environment. PacMam therefore plans
to deploy a fixed passive acoustic recording system in Burrows Pass, designed for longterm monitoring of natural and human-made sounds. Our study is unique in that we will
also have corresponding visual observations to compare with the acoustic data, allowing us
to derive more information than just acoustics or visual observations alone. This will
enable us to learn more about the soundscape of a biologically important area for harbor
porpoises and seals, investigate how we as humans impact it, and examine the
vocalizations of the animals themselves.
Project Goals:






Purchase and deploy a fixed passive acoustic recording device in Burrows Pass
Analyze acoustic recordings for trends
Compare visual and acoustic data
Investigate marine mammal vocalizations recorded during this time
Share recordings in real-time with the public through website platform
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WHY WE NEED YOU
Despite increasing awareness about the many issues facing our planet many worthy causes
and projects still go unfunded, particularly those that are long term. In order for us as a
small non-profit organization to continue our work in the Salish Sea, we need people like
you to help us!
What can you do?
 SHARE! One of the biggest benefits to us is simply sharing what we do with your
friends, family, neighbors, coworkers…anyone who will listen! Let people know
about our projects, that they have harbor porpoises and seals living so close to them,
that there are active research projects happening right here in town.
 Become a citizen scientist. If you’re ready to become more actively involved, why
not become a citizen scientist? You can submit your sightings of harbor porpoises
and/or harbor seals, along with any photos and additional observation notes you
have, to us and it will be added to our long-term dataset. This information is critical
in helping us find out more about where these animals go and when, and the best
part is you can do it on your own schedule.
 Volunteer with us. Come help us in person with our fieldwork, data entry, photoID, and anything else we can find for you to do! We have had many volunteers over
the years who have all helped immensely in enabling us to stay on top of our work,
so give us a call or email if you’d like to be more hands-on in helping us. We are
flexible with hours and duration, so you decide how much time you give.
 Donate. As a small non-profit, finding the time and resources to continue
conducting our work is a constant struggle. When you donate to PacMam, you are
not just allowing us to keep doing our research; you are helping us purchase new
equipment (such as the PAM device), buy more educational materials, provide
higher quality talks/presentations, and create new and exciting ways to involve our
community in our work. Your donations (monetary, in-kind or otherwise) are a
direct contribution to the future of this unique and beautiful ecosystem: that is
beyond a price!
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CURRENT PARTNERS
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PACIFIC MAMMAL RESEARCH
DONATION FORM
Please fill out the blank spaces below to donate to PacMam and help us continue
our work! For more ways to donate, see: www.pacmam.org/donate.
Name: _________________________________________________________________________________________________
Address: ______________________________________________________________________________________________
City: ___________________________________________

State: ________________

Zip: ______________________

Phone: ____________________________ Email address: ________________________________________________

PAYMENT INFORMATION
Enclosed is my check in the sum of $________________________________________
Please make check(s) payable to: Pacific Mammal Research (PacMam)
Please do not add me to your email list

Please do not add me to your mailing list

Please mail this form and your check(s) to:
Pacific Mammal Research
1513 A Ave
Anacortes, WA, 98221
U.S.A.

Pacific Mammal Research (PacMam) is a registered 501(c)(3) charitable organization. All
donations made are tax deductible. For tax ID number please contact us directly.

Pacific Mammal Research (PacMam)  1513 A Ave, Anacortes, WA, 98221
Phone: (360) 202-2860  Email: cindy.elliser@pacmam.org
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