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Dear Friends,

2024 - What a year! I know it may sound 
trite to say that. But this has been a 
stand-out year for Ocean Alliance. I am 
so excited and proud of all we 
accomplished in 2024 – and most of all, 
thrilled about the tremendously positive 
impact that we have had safeguarding 
whales and their ocean environment. 
Ocean Alliance has always striven to be 
an impactful and efficient organization –
and I believe that 2024 typified that.

The following report speaks to the work 
that we did in 2024. I wanted to take this 
opportunity, through my annual letter, to 
speak to Ocean Alliance's Core Values, 
Key Assumptions and briefly touch upon 
why our mission of protecting whales is 
so important.

CORE VALUES

Honesty: We are dedicated to upholding 
the highest principles of ethical conduct, 
transparency, and precision while 
showing deep respect for all living beings. 
This dedication includes honoring
cultural, religious, and political diversity.

Practicality: We maintain that scientific 
uncertainty should not be a reason to 
postpone essential actions needed to 
prevent suffering or protect animal 
populations. We promote a 
precautionary approach to safeguard 
individual animals, wildlife populations, 
and their habitats.

Equity and Inclusion: We recognize that 
everyone brings unique ideas, beliefs, 
and skills to wildlife conservation. Our 
core values and mission are 
strengthened when every member is 
heard and encouraged to contribute in a 
supportive setting. We are committed to 
fostering an environment where diversity 
is not just accepted but celebrated and 
where every voice is given the respect it 
deserves. 

Adaptability: We stay closely aware of 
shifting environmental, political, cultural, 
and financial landscapes, and we adapt 
our strategies as necessary to remain 
effective and responsive.
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Obligation: We acknowledge that 
achieving meaningful change takes time, 
and we invest years, and sometimes 
decades, in securing and sustaining lasting 
victories for animals.

Collaboration: Ocean Alliance is a group 
of serial collaborations. We are Ocean 
Alliance, not Ocean Alone.

KEY ASSUMPTIONS

We believe the wild world will not be 
saved using traditional tools alone. We 
need people thinking outside the box, 
developing new tools, or reimagining 
existing tools to help solve problems. We 
are well-placed to take on that role. We 
believe that Talent is Global, but 
Opportunities are not. Our drone 
programs are designed to democratize 
whale science – by providing cost-
effective tools and protocols that can be 
used by scientists and conservationists 
worldwide.

We keep our budgets small which gives 
us the flexibility to take risks, make 
mistakes but come up with viable tools / 
solutions for critically endangered 
whales. Innovation and collaboration 
are core to our past, present, and future.

WHY WHALES

For us, there is no single primary reason 
to protect whales. There are many 
reasons to protect them, and even 
within our staff, I’m sure each individual 
would prioritize specific reasons over 
others. 

Personally, I stick to one main theme –
embodied by this phrase: Healthy 
Whales, Healthy Oceans, Healthy 
Humans. Nowadays, most of us are so 
far removed from nature, particularly 
from our food. Yet all species on earth 
are interconnected. From mediating 
climate change to producing over 50% 
of oxygen in our atmosphere to 
providing sustenance and economic 
well-being for billions of humans, the 
ocean is crucial to the health of this 
planet and its inhabitants – both human 
and otherwise. As the largest animals on 
this planet, whales play an absolutely 
crucial role in maintaining the health of 
the ocean – for the good of all.

Healthy Whales, Healthy Oceans, Healthy 
Humans.

Iain Kerr CEO
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Our 
mission
Founded in 1971, Ocean Alliance (a 501(c)3 non-profit organization) is one of the 
world’s first organizations dedicated to whale conservation. We protect whales and 
their ocean environment through research, scientific collaboration, public education, 
and the arts. Dr. Payne’s work in the 1960s and 1970s, including the discovery 
(alongside Katy Payne and Scott McVay) 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 to mitigate 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
Our drone-based tagging system, SnotBot Goes Tagging, 
has been a revelation. We have described this program on 
many occasions – for more please see our website at 
whale.org/snotbot/snotbotgoestagging.

We’re most proud of the work we have carried out on 
critically endangered species in 2024. These species need 
our help the most, and the idea of collecting priceless data 
from critically endangered whale species was a prime 
motivator for developing these new tools.

In July, we worked with Dalhousie University in Canada to 
deploy 20 tags on North Atlantic right whales. This is the 
largest tag data set on this critically endangered species 
ever collected during a single field effort. This remarkable 
dataset could lead to very tangible conservation benefits 
for this species. In March of this year, we also deployed 4 
tags on this species as part of a separate project on the 
Gulf of Maine.

Then, in late summer, we tagged 7 Rice’s whales as part of 
a NOAA expedition. This is – in a word – extraordinary. Only 
around 50 of these whales are left – it is the most 
endangered large whale species on the planet. They are so 
endangered and elusive that only 2 tags have ever been 
deployed on them. This data could represent a big step 
forward in our understanding of this species – which could 
help us better protect it. 

You can read more about this expedition here. 

Please note the quote from NOAA Marine Mammal Branch 
Chief Southeast Jenny Litz: 

‘Being able to successfully use this emerging and non-
invasive technique to more efficiently apply tags to these 
whales is a game changer… We are so grateful to our 
partners and excited about the data collected and the 
possibilities this new tagging method provides.’
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Data tags 
deployed via 
drones in 2024
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Global collaborations 
and partnerships
While the programs above focus on North Atlantic right whales and Rice's whales stole the limelight, we 
are also serial collaborators. Throughout the course of the year, we worked on a number of other 
programs with our growing network of collaborators and partners. Some of the highlights include:

Hawai’i—18 humpback whales tagged: This work had dual objectives. The first was to better understand 
how drones can help disentangle large whales. The second was part of a ‘playback’ study to understand 
further how noise pollution impacts humpback whales.

Gulf of Maine—Four North Atlantic right whales were tagged. This work aimed to understand what drives 
their movements, which could allow us to protect them better.

Mexico – 4 blue whales tagged. In addition to collecting a unique, complete data set on an individual 
whale (a data set that encompasses tag data, SnotBot samples, photo-ID, fecal samples, and 
photogrammetry), we also demonstrated the feasibility of deploying tags on orca using this method. Two 
documentaries were also filmed during this expedition: one with Planet Wild, which you can see here, and 
the other for broadcaster Love Nature, which is due to come out in 2025.

Washington State - 19 gray whales were tagged. This work aimed to better understand some unique gray
whale feeding behaviors, which could have consequences for how gray whales are able to adapt to 
shifting food sources under climate change.

Stellwagen Bank – 4 humpback whales tagged. This is a long-term collaboration between Ocean 
Alliance, NOAA, Syracuse University, and the University of Michigan – in which we are trying to better 
understand humpback whale feeding behavior.

Rhode Island – 18 fin whales tagged. This work aims to better understand the impacts of offshore wind 
development on endangered fin whales. One of the more specific objectives was to deploy tags on 
whales with satellite tags deployed on them – for side-by-side comparisons of high-resolution data tag 
information and low-resolution satellite tag data.

Ocean Alliance - Annual Report 2024 
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Education and Outreach

It was a very busy year for our education and outreach programming. We initiated a new social media program aimed at 
producing more educational content for our social media accounts. Our Whale Curriculum and will be finished in 2025.

Our partners at OceanX released a 9-minute mini-documentary on our SnotBot program titled, ‘The Smelly Power of Whale Snot’ 
which you can see here. This was filmed during our 2021 expedition to the Azores, Portugal. German broadcaster ZDF released a 
documentary on whale science and conservation titled, ‘Help for the Whales', which you can see here. This documentary features 
Ocean Alliance’s work deploying tags on whales – filmed off the coast of New England in 2023.

Our new website went live! This was a big endeavor and we are hugely proud of the website we have built. You can explore it at 
whale.org.

We helped a museum in New Jersey set up a SnotBot-inspired exhibit, complete with various tools and items that we use to collect 
and process snot samples, such as Petri dishes, cell scrapers, and pipettes. We also provided information about whales to a 
second museum in New York, which is building an exhibit on whale breath.

We supported the ‘Whales in Motion’ exhibit in Boston, which allows people who are blind or visually impaired to experience 
whales’ locomotion and foraging behavior.

We gave a number of talks, both in-person and 
virtual, to a spectrum of schools, colleges, 
education non-profits, academic groups, etc., 
worldwide. We also gave talks to groups worldwide 
virtually and in-person.

Some highlights include giving talks to: MIT Media 
Lab (Iain, In-Person), The Ocean Institute (Chris, In-
Person), The Washington Post (Andy, virtual), 
Chinese broadcaster CGTN (Iain, virtual), the 
American Cetacean Society (Iain, virtual), Drone Life 
magazine (Andy, virtual), the BBC (Andy, 
virtual). Alyssa Wile – who leads on much of our 
education programming – gave 13 talks to students 
from Middle School to Graduate School.

Of note, Alyssa gave several talks to various Lego 
League team around the United States, and also 
gave talks to the Fresh Air Fund (an environmental 
non-profit that provides dynamic learning 
experiences for underserved youth in New York).

Ocean Alliance - Annual Report 2024 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dVJj1IM_Cbg&ab_channel=OceanX
https://www.zdf.de/gesellschaft/plan-b/plan-b-hilfe-fuer-die-wale-100.html
http://www.whale.org
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Science and Conservation
We attended the Society for Marine Mammalogy conference in 
Perth, Australia, where we met with existing partners and 
discussed potential future collaborations. We co-authored nine 
presentations at the conference, demonstrating the number 
and diversity of research programs we are involved in. 

Drone Programs Director Chris Zadra’s talk on our drone-
tagging work won the prestigious 'Audience Favorite’ award for 
the whole conference – demonstrating how highly our work is 
viewed within the marine mammal science community. We also 
attended several other conferences including NOAA’s North 
Atlantic right whale ship strike /technology reduction workshop 
in Arlington, Virginia and Capitol Hill Ocean Week in Washington 
D.C.

Ocean Alliance became an official partner of both the Arabian 
Sea Whale Network (a collaboration of groups aiming to better 
understand and protect whales across the Arabian Sea) and 
the Consortium for the Conservation of the Atlantic Humpback 
Dolphin (a group dedicated to conserving the critically 
endangered Atlantic humpback dolphin). Ocean Alliance assists 
both groups with research protocols, education/outreach 
advice, and fundraising. Add more

Ocean Alliance’s revolutionary drone-based tagging program 
was nominated as a finalist in the prestigious Ocean Awards, in 
the Innovation Category.

Digitization of our Acoustic Whale Library continues to move 
towards completion, thanks in large part to Alyssa Wile.

A significant component of our broader Drones for Whale Research program is democratizing 
science and sharing the protocols we develop. Among others, so far in 2024, we have shared 
protocols with the following:

• A group in the Caribbean, looking to better understand whale movements around Bonaire, by 
deploying tags on marine mammals using a drone.

• A group in Indonesia looking to better understand whale movements around Bali, by deploying 
tags on marine mammals using a drone.

• A group in Chile looking into sperm whales depredating on long-lines in Patagonian toothfish 
fisheries.

• A second group in Chile looking to collect blow samples, conduct photogrammetry, and 
deploy data-tags on blue whales using a drone.

• A group in Australia looking to deploy tags on marine mammals off the North coast.

• A second group in Australia is looking to deploy tags on whales around Tasmania.

• A third group in Australia is looking to deploy tags on whales entangled in nets designed to 
keep sharks away from beaches.

• A group in Scotland looking to deploy tags on minke whales.

• A group in Canada looking for advice on collecting respiratory samples.

Ocean Alliance - Annual Report 2024 
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The Paint 
Factory
We have taken what was a polluted eyesore on the 
Gloucester waterfront and turned it into a functioning 
marine mammal research and innovation center and 
an asset (as against a liability) for the city of 
Gloucester. It was very exciting to have this work 
recognized by the City of Gloucester’s Historic 
Commission, which gave Ocean Alliance a 2024 
Preservation Award for our efforts in saving (and 
putting back to work) this icon.

Groups that benefitted from our community spaces 
included In-Sight Youth Photography, a photography 
program for students teaching media and 
photography, who came to the Paint Factory to take 
photos before going on a whale watch.

Edge on Science, an applied science camp for students 
interested in STEM on the North Shore of Massachusetts, 
held two classes at the Paint Factory: one on marine 
biology and another on 3D printing.

Girls on Adventure is a program run by Gloucester non-
profit Schooner Adventure to encourage and support 
young women interested in marine-related careers. 
Girls on Adventure came to the Paint Factory, where 
some of our female scientists spoke about their careers 
as women in marine mammal science.

In July, we hosted Rocky Neck Culture Splash at the 
Paint Factory. This exciting monthly event, hosted by the 
Rocky Neck Cultural District, always attracts many 
people to Rocky Neck and the Paint Factory. The 
evening was a huge success and great fun for all 
involved. These events allow Ocean Alliance to engage 
more closely with our community while bringing diverse 
groups to our site to see the work we are doing.

Last but not least, not only did our docks bring in 
valuable income that we used to help restore the site 
but they were also given a Boaters Choice Award by 
Dockwa, and we also reached Elite Fleet Status, which 
means that we were voted as the best of the best in 
terms of boater ratings and reviews.

Ocean Alliance - Annual Report 2024 



9

Fiscal 
Responsibility & 

Sustainability

Transparency & 
Accountability

Mission 
Effectiveness

Core Principles
For financial information, please see our website at: https://whale.org/annual-reports/

As a small non-profit it is crucial for us at Ocean Alliance that our supporters trust us. Trust us to demonstrate fiscal responsibility, trust us to demonstrate 
transparency and accountability, and trust us to use our resources in the most impactful manner possible for whale and ocean conservation. 

When an individual, foundation, or organization chooses to support Ocean Alliance, it reflects their confidence and trust in our mission and our work. With that 
trust comes a significant responsibility: to use the funds wisely and ensure they directly contribute to our mission of protecting whales and their ocean habitats. 

We take this responsibility seriously and deeply value the trust you place in us to fulfill this critical work. 

In an effort to earn – and maintain - this trust, Ocean Alliance follows several key principles:

• Fiscal responsibility & Sustainability: We carefully and efficiently manage our financial resources: budgeting effectively and making decisions that ensure 
long-term financial stability and sustainability.

• Transparency & Accountability: We provide clear, accessible reports on how funds are allocated, ensuring that donors and stakeholders can see the direct 
impact of their contributions. Our financial records are independently audited each year, and we share these audits with the public to uphold integrity and 
trust. Because of this (and other transparent actions), we have the highest ratings possible with charity assessment organizations Charity Navigator and 
Candid (see below)

• Mission effectiveness: the field of whale conservation is constantly changing – and we must continually adapt to meet this changing landscape. We 
frequently review our activities – relying on our board, collaborators, and some of the top experts in whale conservation to ensure our time and resources are 
being spent in the most impactful and cost-effective manner.

Ocean Alliance was founded in 1971, as one of the 
world’s first organizations dedicated to protecting 
whales and their ocean environment. We have 
worked through economic meltdowns, worldwide 
pandemics, and an ever-shifting whale conservation 
landscape. We have seen good years and bad 
years, and we know what it takes to maintain and 
encourage healthy fiscal responsibility – while 
continually looking to the future.

Much of our plan for the future lies in our 
headquarters at the Tarr & Wonson Paint 
Manufactory. We see this site as becoming a key 
component of Ocean Alliance’s long-term financial 
strategy. We purchased the site in 2008 and have 
invested close to five million dollars into its 
restoration and operation as an ocean conservation 
and innovation center. The site already constitutes a 
source of income for Ocean Alliance – when it is 
completed it will provide us with a significant source 
of sustainable income for many years to come -
through rented space, docking fees, and event fees.

Our Chief Financial Officer and our Board of Directors 
also ensure we maintain fiscal responsibility.

Our Chief Financial Officer, who has been with Ocean 
Alliance for over 30 years, is vital in ensuring that we 
remain fiscally disciplined. His extensive experience 
helps us navigate both prosperous and challenging 
years, ensuring that we are always well-positioned 
to fulfil our mission, support our team, and meet our 
financial obligations.

Our board is actively engaged in holding us 
accountable to the highest standards. Our Treasurer, 
a former Chairman of the Board of Ocean Alliance, 
brings a wealth of experience in overseeing the 
organization’s financial and operational strategies, 
ensuring we stay on track with our goals.

Charity Navigator and Candid are the two leading 
charity assessment organizations in the U.S. They 
evaluate non-profit organizations based on 
rigorous metrics related to accountability, 
financial stewardship, and mission effectiveness. 
We are proud to have earned the highest possible 
ratings from both organizations, reflecting our 
ongoing dedication to operating with the utmost 
transparency and integrity. You can explore our 
profiles on Charity Navigator and Candid for 
further insights here: Charity Navigator and 
Candid.

To ensure our utmost commitment to financial 
accountability, we make all our key financial 
documents available online. In addition to Form 
990, we also publish our annual Financial 
Statements and Audit on our website. These 
documents reflect our board and leadership’s 
unwavering dedication to maintaining full 
accountability to our supporters.

We always strive to keep our overhead low, 
ensuring that as much of your donation as possible 
goes directly towards our programming. Over the 
last 50 years Ocean Alliance has intentionally kept 
our operations with an optimal ‘goldilocks zone’ size 
– large enough to successfully carry out significant 
conservation initiatives, yet small enough to 
maintain lean and efficient operations and keep 
operating costs to a minimum.

The efficiency, flexibility, and adaptability that come 
with being a lean and efficient organization have 
been pivotal to our success. This is typified by our 
recent successes developing drone-based tools for 
studying and protecting whales. Our ability to 
rapidly develop innovative tools has set us apart 
from larger organizations that have struggled to 
implement similar initiatives.

We are also continually reviewing our programs 
and strategies to ensure maximum impact. Whale 
conservation is an ever-shifting landscape, and 
over the last +50 years Ocean Alliance has 
adapted and evolved to this landscape. We put our 
time and energy to where we can have the most 
positive influence.

We also recognize that some people might not 
naturally gravitate toward whale conservation. We 
believe it is our responsibility to communicate the 
simple scientific truth: whales are vital to the health 
of the ocean, the planet, and ultimately – to 
humanity. Our planet’s complex web of life is 
interconnected, and the decline of whale 
populations directly impacts the health of the 
oceans and the entire planet. Without whales, Earth 
becomes less hospitable to all forms of life, 
including humans.

If you have any questions about any of this, 
please do not hesitate to 
contact us at info@whale.org.

https://www.charitynavigator.org/ein/222573677
https://www.guidestar.org/Profile/22-2573677
mailto:info@whale.org
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“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 2025, Ocean Alliance will 
continue to explore new opportunities to use drones to increase humanity’s 
understanding and mitigation of human impacts on whales.”

- Iain Kerr, CEO of Ocean Alliance
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