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Freedom Plea

By Dr. Maddalena Bearzi

R

eading the news
about the killer
whale attack at
Sea World in
Florida, my first
reaction was sadness for the
loss of a human life. My second
reaction was anger. Anger for
our lack of understanding that
these are wild creatures that
can’t be confined to a tank.
Anger for the prevalent human
practice of caging wild animals
for amusement.

decade, I’ve logged thousands of
hours at sea, observing marine
mammals in Santa Monica Bay
and Southern California Bight.
In the half of my lifetime spent
in company of these animals
in the wild, I’ve learned about
their lives in coastal and offshore
waters around the world, the
complexity of their societies and
communication and the strong
bonds that form between them.
Not surprisingly, there are many
striking similarities with our own
species and societies.

I have been engaged in studying
the behavioral ecology of
I have also looked into the eyes
whales and dolphins for over A rare photo of a Killer Whale in Southern California, photographed off the of dolphins and whales caged in
twenty years and, in the last Malibu coast. Photo courtesy of Ocean Conservation Society.
aquaria and delphinaria such as
con’t on page 21
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World and realized that these were not the same
creatures I came to know in the field. Dolphins
(killer whales are a species of Delphinidae) are
highly adaptable to their respective environments,
where they range freely in a three-dimensional
medium often over hundreds, if not thousands of
miles. Deprived of their natural space and social
structures, they change, as we too might change
if our freedom to move was taken away. What
people see when they walk into an aquarium to
view killer whales tossing a ball or responding to
a trainer’s request in exchange for a fish, has little
or nothing to do with how these marine mammals
behave in their own environment. Is this what
we really want our children to learn about these
magnificent creatures of the open oceans, many of
which are already facing a dim future due to our
negligence in protecting their habitats?
To tell the truth, the recent attack at Sea World
does not surprise me. This wasn’t the first time it
happened and it won’t be the last. We can never
forget that these are wild animals prone to acting
as wild animals do and we ought not to make the
mistake of judging them by human standards.
If we don’t learn to respect these creatures by
leaving them were they should be and making
efforts to conserve and protect their environment,
there won’t be any of them to see in the future. In
an aquarium or otherwise.
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Maddalena Bearzi, Ph.D. is President of Ocean
Conservation Society (www.oceanconservation.
org) and co-author of the recent book “Beautiful
Minds: The Parallel Lives of Great Apes and
Dolphins” recently published by Harvard
University Press. Dr. Bearzi has studied dolphin
and whale behavioral ecology for the past twenty
years and she is actively involved in marine
conservation.
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