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SPLASH is an international collaborative research program to determine abundance, population structure, and 
potential human impacts for humpback whales in the North Pacific. This collaboration involves more than 50 
research groups and 300 scientists. SPLASH field efforts were conducted at all known North Pacific humpback 
whale feeding and wintering areas and comprised three winter breeding seasons (2004, 2005, and 2006) and two 
summer feeding seasons (2004 and 2005). Here, we summarize the photo-identification results from the study’s first 
three seasons (Winter 2004, Summer 2005, and Winter 2005), which after matching of all fluke photographs yielded 
5,348 unique individuals. Almost 500 migrations were documented between wintering grounds in 2004-2005 and 
summer feeding areas in 2004. This represents the largest and most complete examination of humpback whale 
migrations in this ocean basin and revealed a far more complex pattern of movements than had been previously 
documented. Past studies relied primarily on comparison of a limited number of sites where identifications were 
collected, while SPLASH provided a far more complete sampling of all known areas. For the first time, migrations 
were recorded between feeding areas off Russia and three Asian wintering areas (Ogasawara, Okinawa, and 
Philippines). The first detailed look at the migratory destination of the humpback whales that winter off the offshore 
Revillagigedo Islands off Mexico revealed their primary destination is the Gulf of Alaska, very different than the 
primary destination of the whales wintering off mainland Mexico (US West Coast). We also found that humpback 
whales feeding off the Aleutian Islands and in the Bering Sea had a significantly lower match rate to all of the 
sampled winter breeding areas; this suggests that there is an additional wintering area for humpback whales not 
previously documented that is probably located somewhere in the western Pacific between Asia and Hawaii.  
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