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Introduction 

This pack contains everything you need to know to become accredited as a 
Whale Heritage Area. This unique designation will recognise your community as a 
world leader in cetacean protection, responsible whale and dolphin watching 
experiences, and connection with the marine environment and natural heritage. 

After reading this pack, if you have any further questions, please don’t hesitate to 
get in touch with Eli at elizabeth.cuevas@worldcetaceanalliance.org  
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What is a Whale Heritage Area? 

Whale Heritage Areas are outstanding destinations where local communities 
celebrate, respect and protect cetaceans and their habitats. 

Whale Heritage Areas are part of the wider Wildlife Heritage Areas network, 
which was co-founded by the World Cetacean Alliance (WCA) and World Animal 
Protection. 

For the travel industry, Whale Heritage Areas provide a clear marker to help 
identify and support sustainable practices and create a platform for communities 
to engage with marine culture, heritage and biodiversity. 

For tourists, Whale Heritage Areas provide a transparent and easy way to select 
responsible whale and dolphin watching holiday destinations, encouraging them 
to experience these incredible animals in their natural habitat, in an authentic and 
responsible way. 

Read more about Whale Heritage Areas on the WCA website and download an 
executive summary of the programme and benefits document. 

Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphins at Plettenberg Bay, South Africa (photo: Dr. Gwen Penry) 

  

https://www.wildlifeheritageareas.org/
https://worldcetaceanalliance.org/whale-heritage-sites/
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How does the programme work? 

Applications should be made through the Wildlife Heritage Area’s easy-to-use 
web platform, which will guide applicants through initial registration, completing 
questions on the form, uploading evidence to meet the Whale Heritage Area 
criteria, and creating a listings page. 

To be designated a Whale Heritage Area, applicants must: 

1. Bring together a steering committee which is representative of the 
cetacean-friendly community living and working in the relevant area.  

2. The steering committee must provide at least two pieces of evidence that 
meet each Indicator. 

3. The steering committee must meet Criteria 1,2, 4, and 5. If tourism 
experiences involving cetaceans exist or are being planned within the 
Whale Heritage Area, they must also meet Criterion 3. 

As part of the process, each Wildlife Heritage Area applicant is matched with a 
wildlife not-for-profit (NGO). As a Whale Heritage Area, you will be matched and 
work with the WCA. The role of the WCA is to support the applicant through the 
application process and, once evidence has been uploaded (including a 
Management Plan and Steering Committee details), to assess the evidence and 
designate the Area. 

An Independent Review Panel of experts will review applications before they are 
designated. Applications will be reviewed twice a year at set times. 

To maintain designation, each Whale Heritage Area will provide updated 
information and evidence every three years. This will be reviewed by the 
Independent Review Panel. 

In the interest of transparency and best practice sharing, all information provided 
by a Whale Heritage Area for application will be publicly available; however, a 
more prominent listings page on the Wildlife Heritage Areas website will 
showcase top-line facts and stories. Profile pages for each designated Whale 
Heritage Area will also be featured on the WCA website, promoting these 
destinations and sharing stories of communities coming together to protect 
cetaceans. These sites will be designed to appeal to travellers, travel businesses, 
and anyone passionate about wildlife and conservation, providing them with a 
compelling combination of facts and inspiration.
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Whale Heritage Area application process 
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What criteria do I need to meet? 

Understanding the meaning of some technical terms as they relate to the criteria 
and indicators may be helpful. Here is a list of key terminology: 

Wildlife Heritage Area: An outstanding wildlife watching destination where local 
people recognise their natural heritage with a deep sense of pride and play a 
central role in protecting wild animals and their habitats. Whale Heritage Areas 
are a type of Wildlife Heritage Area in which the primary wildlife species are 
cetaceans. 

Community: A group of people living or working in the Wildlife Heritage Area that 
make and enforce decisions and rules through a functioning governance 
institution (steering committee) which may or may not be recognised by outsiders 
or by statutory law of the relevant country. 

Steering committee: A committee of local stakeholders with a focus on wildlife 
that decides on the priorities for the community, as defined by the requirements 
of the Wildlife Heritage Area. The steering committee provides support, guidance, 
and oversight.  

Responsible wildlife experiences: Tourism to encounter wildlife that utilises 
collaborative management and ongoing research to put the needs of wildlife 
before commercial interests.  

Wildlife: All undomesticated animal species, including those held in captive 
environments. Also defined as the native fauna and flora of a region. Please note 
that, although the application form consistently refers to ‘wildlife’, if you are 
applying to become a Whale Heritage Area then ‘wildlife’ should be interpreted to 
mean ‘cetaceans’ (whales, dolphins and/or porpoises). This is because the same 
form is used for all types of Wildlife Heritage Area applications. 

Cultural heritage: This refers to the traditions, beliefs, customs, artefacts, and 
values that are passed down from one generation to another within a community 
in relation to the wildlife in that area.  



Whale Heritage Areas application guide, Page 7 

Criterion 1: Cultural importance of cetaceans 

Cetacean species within the Whale Heritage Area are of exceptional cultural 
importance and key features of the local community's identity.  

Indicators:         

1.1 Cultural heritage links people to cetaceans, demonstrating an 
understanding and on-going respect for cetaceans and habitats. 

1.2 The presentation and interpretation of cultural heritage that is linked to 
cetaceans is respectful and sensitive to those living and working in the Whale 
Heritage Area. 

1.3 Efforts are in place to continually revive, reimagine, and enhance cultural 
heritage linking people to cetaceans.  

1.4 The community regularly monitors the impact of cultural heritage linked to 
cetaceans and takes action to strengthen that impact based on the latest 
evidence. 

Criterion 2: Respectful human-cetacean coexistence 

The community working to protect the Whale Heritage Area has developed a 
responsible framework to manage the relationship between people and 
cetaceans.  

Indicators: 

2.1 The community works collaboratively to ensure cetaceans are protected 
through research, nature conservation, regenerating biodiversity, and 
safeguarding individual animals from harm. 

2.2 The community raises awareness about the protection of cetaceans, 
including ways for everybody to help contribute to solutions. 

2.3 The community influences the protection of cetaceans through strategies 
that are based on practical, scientific, or traditional knowledge. 

2.4 The community recognises that there may be differences in opinion, 
interests or values related to the protection of cetaceans, and meets this 
challenge through continual dialogue, collaboration, and mediation where 
necessary. 
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2.5 The community supports and implements sustainability and environmental 
initiatives that have a positive impact on cetaceans and the marine 
environment. 

2.6 The community regularly monitors the health and protection of cetacean 
populations and adopts strategies based on the latest evidence. 

If tourism experiences involving cetaceans exist or are being planned within the 
Whale Heritage Area, please complete Criterion 3. If not, please go to Criterion 4. 

Criterion 3: Responsible cetacean tourism 

The community providing cetacean tourism experiences within the Whale 
Heritage Area uses collaborative management and ongoing research to put the 
needs of cetaceans before commercial interests. 

Indicators: 

3.1 The community has strategies in place to identify and raise awareness 
about exploitative, extractive, or consumptive captive or wild cetacean tourism 
attractions. 

3.2 The community promotes responsible wild whale and dolphin watching 
experiences. 

3.3 Responsible whale and dolphin watching guidelines are adopted within the 
Whale Heritage Area and regularly updated to follow expert or science-based 
best practice. These guidelines conform to international, national, or local 
legislation where it exists. 

3.4 Efforts are made to enforce responsible whale and dolphin watching 
guidelines and international, national, or local legislation where it exists. 

3.5 Tourism and the behaviour of tourists are well managed to reduce negative 
impacts on cetaceans and habitats. 

3.6 The community plays a key role in designing and operating responsible 
whale and dolphin watching experiences, which provide direct social and 
economic benefits. 

3.7 The community monitors the impacts of tourism on targeted species and 
habitats and regularly acts to reduce those impacts based on the latest 
evidence. 
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Criterion 4: Governance 

The Whale Heritage Area is guided by an active steering committee that 
represents the community.  

Indicators: 

4.1 The steering committee is an elected body that seeks to be inclusive and 
representative of all stakeholders. 

4.2 The steering committee makes substantial efforts to engage the wider 
community, including those not traditionally associated with cetaceans or 
conservation. 

Criterion 5: Management Plan    

The Whale Heritage Area steering committee has authority to make and 
implement decisions supporting the criteria and delivered through a 
management plan. 

Indicators: 

5.1 A transparent, written management plan that defines community well-
being, nature conservation and animal welfare goals, actions, timelines, 
responsibilities, and monitoring and evaluating procedures over a three-year 
cycle. 

5.2 Mechanisms are in place for anyone within the community to provide 
feedback on the management plan and associated activities and 
communications. 
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How do I start my application?  

If you’re interested in applying to become a Whale Heritage Area, please contact 
Eli at elizabeth.cuevas@worldcetaceanalliance.org to express your interest.  

While we wait for the web platform to be developed, initial Whale Heritage Areas 
can start the application process offline. Please find the offline application form 
here. Once you are ready to start compiling evidence and details, we will send 
you a personalised application pack that you can complete at your own pace. 
When the Wildlife Heritage Area website is live, information will need to be 
migrated over to the new platform. 

If you’re unsure of anything during the application process or have further 
questions, get in touch with Eli at elizabeth.cuevas@worldcetaceanalliance.org 
who will be happy to answer any queries. 

Common dolphins at Dana Point, USA (photo: Capt. Dave’s Dolphin & Whale Watching Safari) 

mailto:elizabeth.cuevas@worldcetaceanalliance.org
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1YmFedzwWYKDoONhS1zBJ_7XGGThdF-5-mNnv4GQgnaU/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1YmFedzwWYKDoONhS1zBJ_7XGGThdF-5-mNnv4GQgnaU/edit
mailto:elizabeth.cuevas@worldcetaceanalliance.org

