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Our 
mission
Ocean Alliance is a 501(c)3 non-profit organization founded in 1971 as one of the 
world’s first organizations dedicated to protecting whales. Ocean Alliance aims to 
protect whales and their ocean environment through research, scientific 
collaboration, public education, and the arts. Ocean Alliance was one of the first 
non-profits in the world dedicated to protecting whales. Dr. Payne’s work in the 1960s 
and 1970s, including the discovery that humpback whales sing songs, is credited by 
many for giving birth to the modern field of whale biology.

Since its founding, Ocean Alliance has pioneered many of the 
benign research techniques that are commonplace in marine 
mammal science today, including photo-ID, bio-acoustics, and 
most recently, SnotBot and our Drones for Whale Research 
program. Beyond our data collection, Ocean Alliance helps foster 
an emotional connection between the public and whales 
through film, videos, photography, and acoustic recordings to 
inspire the public to be more aware of the threats facing whales 
and better understand what they can do about them. We work at 
the intersection of science, technology, and education, 
conducting scientific research to inform the public, policymakers, 
wildlife managers, educators, and a wide array of stakeholders 
on the plight of whales and what we can all do to protect them. 
Ocean Alliance is headquartered at the former Tarr & Wonson 
Paint Factory site on Gloucester Harbor. The Tarr & Wonson Paint 
Factory manufactured the first copper antifouling paint in 1863 
until the factory closed in the 1980s. Ocean Alliance purchased 
the site in 2008 to preserve this historic icon on the Gloucester 
waterfront and diversify Gloucester’s waterfront economy 
through the repurposing of the site as an ocean innovation and 
community center.

What we do

Follow us on our journey around 
the world and into the world of 
whales. Sign up to our newsletter 
to stay on the pulse.

Discover the 
Latest Insights

View whale.org 
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Tagging whales 
via drone
In 2022, we developed a new system for deploying data-tags on 
whales using drones. This work was hugely successful – and has 
continued to be the focus of our research activities throughout 
2023. This year, we have collaborated with more groups to 
deploy more tags on more whale species. In 2023 alone, we 
drone-deployed 8 data tags on critically endangered North 
Atlantic right whales, 30 on fin whales, 8 on gray whales, 8 on 
humpback whales, 6 on sei whales, and 4 on blue whales. In 
doing so, we have demonstrated that we can deploy tags more 
effectively, safely, and non-invasively using drones. This work 
takes a tool (the data tag) that revolutionized humanity’s 
understanding of whales and significantly improves it.

This innovation will advance humanity’s understanding of 
whales and help democratize marine mammal research, 
leading to more effective and efficient laws and policies to 
protect them. In a rapidly changing ocean, this is critically 
important. We shared drone-based tagging protocols with 12 
different groups across five continents.

8
North Atlantic 
Right Whales

30
Fin 

Whales

8
Gray 

Whales

8
Humpback 

Whales

6
Sei 

Whales

4
Blue 

Whales

Data tags 
deployed via 
drones in 2023



Ocean Alliance - Annual Report 2023 

whale.org 4

Publications
PIn 2023, we co-authored three publications, have a 
fourth likely to be published in the coming weeks, and 
submitted a working paper at the IWC Science 
Committee meeting in Slovenia. Two of these papers 
were on our seminal drone-tagging work. One was a 
collaboration with a Norwegian team that we advised 
with SnotBot protocols. The fourth utilized data from our 
old program, the Voyage of the Odyssey, and looked at 
how the distribution of sperm whales in the Indian 
Ocean has changed in response to human activities.

Education
We give talks to schools and students around the world. 
We attend science fairs locally and invited students 
and educators on field trips to our site. More recently, 
we have been giving many more talks online to 
students worldwide. Near home, we hosted students at 
our headquarters and gave tours of our whale museum 
(which now includes a minke whale skeleton). In 
addition to this, in 2023, we obtained funding for our 
whale curriculum. We are hugely excited about this 
program, which is being developed to meet the latest 
teaching methods, designed to democratize the 
classroom and meet Next Generation Science 
Standards.
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In the media
Throughout the year, we engaged with members of the 
international press and media teams. During our 
research trip to Mexico, we were joined by two different 
production companies who filmed us for a 
documentary series in the UK (WHALE with Steve 
Backshall) and Germany. Our research on the Gulf of 
Maine was filmed for a second German documentary in 
September. A media team also came to our 
headquarters to film a video on our work, which was 
displayed at COP’28 in December. Our staff did talks 
and gave interviews throughout the year. Our CEO, Dr. 
Iain Kerr, gave a talk at The Moth Radio Show in New 
York City, in addition to presenting at the Fixing the 
Future conference in Barcelona. Andy Rogan spoke on a 
UK radio show (The Times) about humpback whale 
song, gave an interview with the Washington Post about 
whaling, and spoke with Women in Drones about how 
drones are changing whale science. Chris Zadra spoke 
at the Whale Tails conference in Hawai’i talking about 
the use of drones to tag whales.

Southern 
Right Whale 
Program
Our Argentinian partners, Instituto de Conservación de 
Ballenas (ICB), completed the fifty-first annual Southern 
right whale survey. This is the longest ongoing study of a 
great whale on the planet and is run as a collaboration 
between Ocean Alliance and ICB. While this program 
used to rely on aerial surveys from human-crewed 
planes, in 2023 ICB took the lead to switch this to a 
drone-based survey. This is exciting – as it is much safer 
– and could provide higher quality data.
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The Paint 
Factory
In 2008, Ocean Alliance purchased the Tarr & Wonson 
Paint Manufactory to be our long-term headquarters, 
with the idea of fixing the formerly derelict site to 
become a working oceanfront facility for sustainable 
research and development. Prior to us buying the site it 
had been left abandoned for 28 years. As a 
consequence, there were significant challenges in 
pulling this polluted eyesore back from the edge of 
collapse. Progress has, at times, been slow. However, we 
have made significant strides over the last year. Three 
of the five buildings on site are complete and we have 
hosted over twenty community events this year from 
Schooner Fest to local NGO board meetings. Our artist-
in-residence and a AUVSI meeting, two makers 
markets, weddings, celebrations, and even a memorial 
service. 

This year’s largest upgrade has been connecting the 
buildings to the city sewer and upgrading our electrical 
capacity from 200 amp to 1200 amp. Contractors had 
to dig a 1,000-foot trench (much of this through ledge) 
to connect the sewer. Both are crucial in allowing the 
site to grow and support more community events, 
larger research vessels and schooners and our 
innovation centre. Looking to the future, we are currently 
working on all the plans, permits and logistics to fully 
restore the site, so that when we get that lead gift, 
reconstruction work can start almost immediately.
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All of this success is built upon the outstanding team 
we have assembled at Ocean Alliance. Our team is 
small yet dedicated, ambitious, and hard-working. Most 
importantly, they deliver consistently. I am proud of all 
of the achievements outlined in the report above. For a 
small team, I believe we achieve an awful lot.

“To protect whales, we need more and better 
data, but as we look to study more critically 
endangered species this data has to be 
collected in as minimally invasive manner as 
possible. Collecting robust data on marine 
mammals has always been an expensive 
business. Drones offer a win-win-win option: 
less invasive, less expensive, and safer for 
whales and scientists. As we look to 2024, 
Ocean Alliance will continue to explore new 
opportunities to use drones to increase 
humanity’s understanding of whales.”

- Iain Kerr, CEO of Ocean Alliance
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