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Shown on cover page: The fluke (tail) of a North Atlantic right whale. Photo: © Nick Hawkins. 
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introduction 
At any given moment, there are approximately 50,000 merchant ships crisscrossing our global waterways, carrying as 
many as 5 to 6 million containers filled with goods. With global trade increasing, ships are getting bigger, and shipping 
routes are getting more crowded. Our waterways are becoming increasingly congested, with high traffic areas often 
intersecting critical marine mammal habitats around the world.  

One of the leading causes of death for marine mammals is collisions with vessels. Vessel strikes often result in death or 
major injury to whales. Collisions between vessels and marine mammals not only put the animal at grave risk but can 
cause serious damage to the vessel as well, placing those onboard in harm’s way.  

Thankfully, there are numerous tools available to help reduce the threat of vessel strikes including the Whale Alert app. 
Whale Alert is a citizen science app where whale sightings submitted by the public, scientists, and mariners are used to 
help establish speed zones and trigger alerts to mariners to be cautious of whales present in the area. This ultimately 
reduces the risk of collisions.   

This Whale Alert toolkit was developed by IFAW and Conserve.io with their networks.  

 
A humpback whale diving next to a whale-watching tour in Iceland. Photo: © Lara Osk/Elding Whale Watch. 
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how it works 
The Whale Alert app was launched in 2012 as a citizen science tool aimed at 
reducing the risk of vessel strikes. The app uses whale presence data 
including verified sightings, acoustic detections from buoys and gliders, and 
aerial surveys to display a user-friendly map. 

Mariners, scientists, whale watchers, recreational boaters, and beachgoers 
alike can use their personal devices to easily share whale sightings with the 
Whale Alert team who then verify the information before posting it to the 
map in near-real time. The sightings data are used to inform more accurate, 
evidence-driven administration of management areas to protect both whales 
and the livelihoods of people on the water.  

 
reporting sightings 
The Whale Alert app empowers users to report whale sightings via an 
accessible interface, which includes information about whale identification. 
Users simply select the ‘Report Sighting’ button at the bottom of the screen 
to share a sighting at their current location, and can then upload images, 
select a species, and leave comments.  

The app also provides the option to report a dead, injured, or distressed 
whale to the appropriate regional response team so they can respond 
accordingly.  

Sightings are reviewed prior to their addition to the map; however, regular 
users of the app can become trusted observers, helping to streamline the 
review process. If you are interested in becoming a trusted observer, contact 
info@whalealert.org.   
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interactive nautical 
mapping 
The app display is centered on nautical charts from country-specific 
government agencies, displaying near real-time sightings of marine 
mammals. Each sighting includes species information, number of 
observations, date of sighting, and source of sighting. The app then 
provides users the opportunity to upload a photo and fill out a comments 
section for additional information.  

Whale Alert pushes a notification to users who have the app open as they 
enter active management areas, including Mandatory Ship Reporting (MSR) 
areas, Seasonal Management Areas (SMAs), Dynamic Management Areas 
(DMAs), Voluntary Areas to be Avoided (ATBA), NOAA-produced 
Recommended Routes (RR), and Marine Protected Areas (MPAs).   

The mapping features are regularly updated to best meet the needs of our 
users. Recently, we’ve included Physical Oceanographic Real-Time System 
(PORTS) overlays, including tide and weather data to round out user 
experience in the app.  

                                                             

 
 
 
 

 
download the app, 
log a sighting today  

Whale Alert is available for free download from the App 
Store and Google Play. These QR codes can be used for 
you to download and to direct users to the app on each 
platform. 
 

 
   

Report                
Sighting 

Whale Detected in 
Prior 3 Days 

Whale             
Detected 
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Mariners 

• Recreational boaters   
• Shipping companies 
• Cruise lines 
• Whale watching groups  
• Commercial fishers 
• Fishing charters 

 

promoting 
whale alert 
in your 
community 

Citizen science tools are only as successful as their user base. To better inform scientists and decision makers, large 
amounts of accurate data are needed. That is where you, or your organization, come in.  

We need more users on the app who are actively logging sightings. The best way to achieve that is through you and your 
community. When preparing to share information on Whale Alert, reach out to your existing network of volunteers, 
members, or supporters first, but don’t stop there. Be sure to spread the word on social media, around your local 
waterways, and through any upcoming action alerts.  

Using the outreach tools and resources available to you in this toolkit, you’ll be ready to spread the word in your 
community to build a movement to help save whales!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
finding your audience 

Before setting your goals, you need to determine your target 
audience. Your target audience is the group of people you want 
to reach with your outreach efforts. This is a vital step to 
determine the most effective methods for outreach, because 
methods will differ based on the groups you are addressing. 

A good place to start is determining who will likely be interested 
in Whale Alert. What do they have in common, such as their 
demographics, their location, their source of livelihood, and so 
on? Consider why Whale Alert might be a good fit for this group - 
are they often on the water; do they love whales; are they marine 
policymakers? You should also consider what groups you have 
access to, to ensure that you can reach them. 
 
Once you determine your audience(s), it is vital that you 
understand their motivations in order to build a relationship of 
trust. People on this list may have different views than you – be 
kind! You should conduct basic research, whether it be interviews 
with members of your audience, checking social media to see 
group activities, or reading position statements from 
organizations to learn how to best approach them. We compiled a 
list of likely groups for Whale Alert outreach to make this process 
easier, including mariners, government officials, universities, and 
other relevant stakeholders.

Government Officials 

• Local representatives 
• Provincial 

representatives 
• Federal representatives 

 
Universities 

• Marine and environmental 
science departments  

• Ocean conservation clubs 
• Sustainability offices 

 
Other Key Stakeholders  

• Coastal communities  
• Conservation groups  
• NGOs 

Humpback Whale and calf swimming above her head. Photo: Vanessa Mignon.  
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A humpback whale swimming in the ocean. Photo: © Vanessa Mignon. 

 
setting goals
The next step in setting yourself up for success is setting goals. We 
suggest using S.M.A.R.T goals for your outreach efforts to keep 
yourself on track while also ensuring your efforts deliver the greatest 
amount of impact.  

Specific: At the end of the day, you want to help save whales, right? 
But your goal needs to be more refined than that - setting specific 
short-term and long-term goals for outreach will help create a 
roadmap for your efforts.  

Measurable: You are going to want to track and evaluate your 
progress so that you know when you complete your goal. By setting 
the metrics of measurement and figuring out how you can track them 
you’ll be setting yourself up to succeed later down the line.  

Attainable: When setting your goals, it’s important to prioritize 
impact while also keeping your limits in mind, whether they be time, 
access, or resources.   

Relevant: Make sure your goals will ultimately promote whale safe 
(and mariner safe) boating practices. 

Time-Based: You are going to want to determine how much time you 
can spend on your efforts. Setting realistic deadlines for your goals is 
important so that you can measure the impact of all your hard work.  

Example Goal-Setting Scenario 

Let’s say your overarching goal is to       
have mariners at your local docks and 
marinas download Whale Alert and log      
any marine mammals they see.  

Your short-term S.M.A.R.T goal could be 
that over the next two months, you are 
going to visit 75% of the marinas, docks  
and launch points that you can easily         
get to within a 30-minute drive of your 
house to post Whale Alert flyers and         
walk mariners through how easy it is to        
log a sighting. To achieve your overall       
goal of having mariners actively using        
the app, you can’t forget to make your       
ask.  

In this example, the ask is to download      
the app and report a sighting during        
their next trip on the water. If you want         
to take it a step further, you could triple        
your impact by asking them to get two       
of their friends to do the same.
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developing key 
messages 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

To achieve your goals, you will need to establish key messages for 
your outreach. Messages need to be engaging for your target 
audience and effect a response that aligns with your goals. Your 
messaging will be dependent on what change you are trying to enact 
in your goals. 
 
You can appeal to your audience in a variety of different ways, 
whether you want to evoke an emotional response, appeal to their 
interests, or convince them of an improvement to their livelihood. 
Ensure that the framing of your message is specific to your audience, 
and that it does not go against their belief systems. 
 
In the case of Whale Alert outreach, it’s important to get a response 
from your message. Ask your audience to download Whale Alert and 
include key information about why this action is so important! Here 
are some messages we often use in our outreach efforts: 
 
• For every whale we see fatally injured by a vessel strike, about 20 

whales undergo the same fate undetected. 
• Ship strikes and entanglement are the largest threats to the 

North Atlantic Right Whale. Between 2003 and 2019, 90% of all 
right whale deaths were found to be caused by these threats. 

• While the situation is dire, we know the solutions! Ensuring 
mariners are aware of ship strikes and slowing vessel speeds are 
effective methods for saving the lives of whales. 

• Studies show that 10% speed reduction of all ships could 
significantly reduce greenhouse gas emissions, half the risk of 
vessel strikes, and decrease underwater noise by 40%. 
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North Atlantic right whales at the surface of the water. Photo: © Nick Hawkins.

    creating 
materials  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
It is wise to customize the outreach materials you use to match your 
organizations brand and mission and be cohesive with your ongoing 
projects. To get you started, we’ve included some sample resources 
on pages 12-13. 
 
We encourage you to use social media to raise awareness. 
Depending on your audience, social media can be an incredibly 
powerful tool for delivering messages farther and faster while driving 
attention to all your hard work. We’ve compiled a list of example 
posts for use on any social media platform on pages 10-11. Check out 
our social channels for more example posts and use our hashtags 
when sharing! 

      

  Sample Social Media Language 

• See, report, and save whales by downloading the Whale Alert 
app. 

• Protect your boat and crew, download Whale Alert.   
• Whale Alert puts the power to save whales, dolphins, 

manatees, and other marine species in your hands.  
• Whale Alert gives you the power to help protect right whales 

by reporting sightings that help boaters, mariners, scientists, 
and policymakers take action to protect and reduce risks to 
whales. 

 

  Whale Alert Hashtags 

       #SeeReportSave           #BeWhaleAlert          #WhaleAlertApp            
  

 

@whalealert                 @ifaw      @IFAWglobal        @IFAWglobal 
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Twitter 

 

      
 
 
Instagram 
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Facebook 
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LinkedIn 
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sample  
materials 
                         

  Business Cards                                                        Post Cards      
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Whale Alert Flyer  
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engaging your 
audience 
Picture it: you’re ready to mobilize your 
community into taking collective action to 
reduce the threat of vessel strikes with the 
Whale Alert app. You know who you are 
targeting, and you have the resources you 
need to do the outreach, but how and where 
do you start? Outreach strategies can vary 
depending on who you are trying to reach.  
We take a few different approaches to 
finding people we think are a good fit for 
Whale Alert outreach, including:  

• Identifying and geographically 
grouping organizations that fall 
under our target audience, including 
marinas, whale watching groups, 
and so on. This list can be used to 
determine the best place to conduct 
outreach based on density of 
audience.  

• Researching events that target 
audiences attend, like conferences, 
festivals, and boat shows. 

• Compiling media and press lists 
consisting of contact information for 
reporters, writers, and other non-
traditional media outlets such as 
influencers and recreational outlets.  

• Establishing relationships in-person 
or online with decision makers such 
as presidents of organizations or 
marina owners. These individuals 
can lead to trickle-down effects by 
sharing your outreach efforts with 
their own networks. 

   
 

         

 

As we laid out, there are numerous strategies you can take to find 
your audience. To then connect with and communicate with your 
audience, strategies that work well for us are: 

• Getting out in the community: Some of the most impactful 
outreach takes place where boat meets water! Talking with 
mariners in your community is a chance to show them the app 
and demonstrate face-to-face how useful it can be for them.  

• Attending and tabling events: You can contact event 
organizers or sign up for events to set up a table and talk to 
the public. Events are perfect places to reach large amounts of 
people with similar interests in a short period of time. 

• Social media: Using social media platforms is an approachable 
way to conduct outreach. Posting relevant images and videos 
alongside a link to download Whale Alert is an accessible way 
to increase downloads. 

• Emailing and calling: Most organizations have public contact 
information; ‘cold’ calling and emailing people to share 
information about Whale Alert is a good first step to reaching 
people you may not have initial access to.   

• Partnering up: A collaborative method is finding other 
individuals or groups who share your goals to conduct their 
own, or joint, outreach. Perhaps it’s your local dive club, or an 
ocean-loving member of city council – regardless, finding 
partners means increasing access to audiences that you 
couldn’t reach before! Feel free to send anyone interested in 
Whale Alert our way as well, and we can share our resources 
with them. 

• Talking to local media: Getting regional news outlets invested 
in your work can greatly increase public awareness. Compose 
a pitch specific to your goals and reach out to reporters and 
journalists or write op-eds or letters to the editor as a call-to-
action to download Whale Alert! 

• Hosting an event: If you have access to a venue, holding your 
own event reasonably guarantees that attending audience are 
interested in your outreach topic. Events could be as simple as 
giving a presentation at your university or hosting a beach 
clean-up where you discuss Whale Alert. 

• Providing visual materials: Creating attention grabbing 
handouts and materials with QR codes to download the app 
will help to deliver your message outside of the confines of 
events. Even if you don’t get the chance to sit down one-on-
one with every individual, providing materials with digestible 
information and easy download access increases your impact. 

 

A pilot whale mother and calf swim underwater. 
Photo: © Vanessa Mignon.  

A minke whale pokes its head above the surface of the water. Photo: © 
Jonathan Gordon/IFAW. 
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recording and measuring results 
To make the most of all the hard work you’ve put in thus far, we recommend evaluating your outreach efforts to ensure 
you are remaining flexible and pivoting your approach if needed.  

Using the metrics established in your S.M.A.R.T goals, you can measure the level of your impact. Accounting for the results 
that came from your work can look like:  

• number of downloads from your tracked QR code 
• number of Whale Alert presentations given to local marina membership  
• number of likes on your social posts  
• number of engagements on your website ask to download the app  

Be sure to keep the Whale Alert team in the loop with your progress so we can provide guidance and help to celebrate 
your wins by reaching out to us at info@whalealert.org! 

 
 

     
A North Atlantic right whale breaching the surface. Photo: © Nick Hawkins // A humpback whale flipper-slapping. Photo: © IFAW/ M.    
McIntyre // A Western North Pacific gray whale jumping out of the water. Photo: © IFAW/Oksana Savenko. 

 

   

 
 

  

 

 

 

 

IFAW (International Fund for Animal Welfare) is a global non-profit helping 
animals and people thrive together. We are experts and everyday people, 
working across seas, oceans, and in more than 40 countries around the world. 
We rescue, rehabilitate, and release animals, and we restore and protect their 
natural habitats. The problems we’re up against are urgent and complicated. To 
solve them, we match fresh thinking with bold action. We partner with local 
communities, governments, non-governmental organizations, and businesses. 
Together, we pioneer new and innovative ways to help all species flourish.  

 
Conserve.IO provides mobile field data collection, citizen science, and 
mapping technology to conservation groups and government agencies 
worldwide. Our mobile application and cloud-based platform improves 
conservation data collection efforts, drastically reduces the costs, and 
improves public understanding and industry compliance. 
 
 
To learn more about Whale Alert visit whalealert.org or email 
info@whalealert.org. 
 
To take action and learn more about the conservation efforts being taken by 
IFAW visit rightwhales.org or https://www.ifaw.org/programs/marine-
conservation. 


