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,   
   By Diane Walsh  

On November 9, 2013, I wrote to @orcasos on twitter and announced the following:  
“I am officially naming my painting toward #Blackfish movement.” 
I had to do something. Back in 2011 I had given my painting the title Orca’s Wave of 

Freedom – seeming to me now, rather serendipitous.  After I saw the documentary Black-
fish on CNN for the first time, I was never the same again. 

Horrified at learning more intimately about the current state of captive whales, I was 
utterly convinced about former SeaWorld trainer and producer Gabriella Cowperthwaite’s 
righteous mission to educate the world about the unethical captivity of whales. 

 Blackfish the movie tells us – and we need to listen – it is wrong to make whales any 
part of a circus performance for children’s pleasure. And wrong to justify keeping whales in 
captivity in the “name of  science education” –when we cannot deny entertainment has be-
come a profitable yet selfish collateral benefit, and this is wrong regardless of our claimed 
admiration of these immensely intelligent animals and regardless of  the whale’s ability to 
perform “for us” as an audience. 

Cowperthwaite’s documentary has garnered the most extraordinary public support in 
the very short period since Blackfish aired on TV on CNN and on BBC 4. It is now a focal 
point in a bigger movement scrutinizing SeaWorld more sharply than it has done previ-
ously.  

Most noticeable have been the responses to Blackfish on social media, today a digital 
movement of the first order.  Occasionally bearing the brunt of grassroots criticism, this 
time CNN is given credit by activists for buying the rights to air Blackfish. CNN even pub-
lished the twitter-hashtag #Blackfish on the TV screen whilst showing to millions an until-
then invisible back story into the death of senior SeaWorld orca trainer Dawn Brancheau 
by Tilikum, a 30-year-old Orca, born in the wild in Iceland and raised in captivity.

Right around this time – on the retail front -- Macy’s took some heat on its Facebook 
page for its now-infamous SeaWorld float. Twitter reports abound with tweets about PETA.
org taking the lead on this and organizing protests against the NYC high-end store. Even 
National Geographic covered the orca-float-protest news. 

“Mattel’s whale trainer Barbie is insidious in encouraging kids towards cetacean 
abuse,” says @orcasos. PETA, peta.org, wrote a letter to Mattel. 

SeaWorldExposed.com is a direct action site which closely monitors the issues. 
These examples give you just an idea of how organized and effective social media 

activism has become. 
If not your cup of tea; that is to say, if you worry about supporting direct-action tactics, 

there is a place for everyone. 
SeaWorldofHurt.com has updates. We can learn a great deal by reading information 

by people who follow the captivity scene.  You don’t all have to jump on the ship. This is not 
said here to pit one group against another by any means; all activism matters and makes 
a tremendously valuable contribution, each in their own way.  There is a role for anyone 
interested in whale well-being. Be it foundational work or social-media newsfeed duties on 
the issues at stake.  That’s where I came in!

@blackfishgirl points us to a “great interview with SeaWorld trainer Kim Ashdown” at 
www.cetaceainspiration.wordpress.com.

She’s last in this piece on Blackfish but, by no means is she least. Quite the contrary. 
Lower Island News has been able to catch up with @blackfishgirl on twitter and her name 
is Katrin Clough, a marine biologist from New Quay, Wales. She brings an enormous 
wealth of information to the table including foundation work as it relates to sea mammals 
watch.  She’s a must follow on twitter and was one of the first tweeps to acknowledge my 
painting. 

So, please join with me and listen carefully. Her comments will encapsulate for you an 
honest picture, and will hopefully motivate you to become involved in the Blackfish move-
ment.

“Blackfish has definitely made an impact. I have been engaged in the captivity debate 
for years and while some events such as attacks and deaths, both human and cetacean, 
brought the issue into the spotlight for brief moments, it never had this sort of reach. I think 
a big part of Blackfish’s success comes from the courageous trainers that have come for-
ward to share their stories. It’s easy to brush off the opinion of activists by telling yourself 
they don’t know what they are talking about but these trainers worked at SeaWorld, admit 
they loved it at the time but have realized that it was wrong. There is not much you 
can say about that,” says Clough.

“Blackfish reached an unprecedented number of people, amplified through the ad-
vent of social media. Not only can you directly interact and question the people involved, 
people have a platform to communicate instantly with thousands of people and share their 
opinion, and in the case of celebrities, this can be a very powerful influence. A remarkable 
amount of celebrities have come forward to support Blackfish, which immediately seems 
to make it a more mainstream and less ‘extreme’ point of view”

Clough concludes, “Before Blackfish, anti-captivity activists were often classed as ex-
tremists who wanted to close down all zoos and aquaria and set the animals free, which 
-- at least for me -- is not the case. I do not participate myself in direct-action, I even go 
to zoos and aquariums – as long as they have high animal welfare standards and make 
a real contribution to conservation. Unfortunately SeaWorld fails on both those accounts, 
at least in regards to cetaceans and luckily more and more people are starting to realize 
that.”

 
Blackfish -- Official Trailer (HD) Documentary, Orca: http://youtube/8OEjYquyjcg
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Orca’s Wave of Freedom, a painting done by Diane Walsh in 2011, can be viewed in 
colour at www.tiddle-tadddle.wordpress.com.
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Whales dancing the Macarena – It does have to be this way! 

Sanctuary is possible for the captive whale

Blackfish is one of those rare 
documentaries that has the power 
to effect social change. In only 
a few months, this eye-opening 
film has inspired a rapidly growing 
movement that’s demanding more 
humane conditions for captive 
orcas...beyond being convenient-
ly kept in tiny, barren tanks for their 
entertainment value only. 

-- Lindie O’Brien, Ontario, CA
    Twitter, @orcasos 
 

Watch, Blackfish - 
Official Trailer Documentary, Orca: 
http://youtube/80EjYquyjcg

Of note, a blogger at www.timzim-
mermann.com, described the contro-
versy to his readers saying that Macy’s 
float plans, for its Thanksgiving parade, 
were hit by “Blackfish backlash” and 
the wrath of the “orca-defending activist 
community”. 

Citing a Buzzfeed article, we learn 
from Zimmermann that initially analysts 
at JP Morgan misread the potential dam-
age the Blackfish documentary could or 
would do (at that point, Blackfish having 
only premiered at Sundance Festival in 
January of this year. 

Did SeaWorld shrug it off it, when it 
did not hear any loud noises from Wall 
Street analysts? Because, when CNN 
aired it on October 24, it was a very dif-
ferent story indeed. 

We’re told 67,673 tweets were seen 
by 7.3 million people.  One bloody and 

gruesome story it was, at that – the official script of SeaWorld is challenged henceforth. 
The full-on exposé of the hidden story of its whale, Tilikum, who killed a veteran trainer in 
2010, comes to light. 

Twitter and Facebook have served a utility in proliferating key articles and blog posts 
tracking what’s happened since Blackfish appeared on TV.  

According to www.marinelandindepth.com, that tracks and discusses issues and news 
about MarineLand Canada, which holds a captive marine mammal in Niagara Falls, On-
tario; the popular music band Barenaked Ladies was asked to cancel a SeaWorld per-
formance. It goes on to say that BNL were confronted by a petition on change.org which 
BNL fan Mike Garrett reportedly, began. BNL drummer Tyler Stewart, responds, on twitter: 
“Like you, we’ve seen the movie and were affected. We’re currently looking at options at 
how to proceed”. 

Blackfish-filmmaker Cowperthwaite’s thoughts about why she decided to expose Sea-
World’s orca abuse in its darkest light have been recorded on various websites. Cowperth-
waite tries to demonstrate (and many viewers feel she has done), it is unethical to keep 
whales captive because orcas are social and intellectual animals, and can live up to 100 
years in the wild. Not as an animal activist, she writes on cnn.com,, “but as a mother who 
had just taken her kids to SeaWorld, and as a documentary filmmaker who unfortunately 
can’t let sleeping dogs lie.”

Highlighting the need for a modern-culture rejection of the desire-to-watch “silly marine 
party tricks”, she advocates for captive killer whales “to be retired into sea sanctuaries” to 
be able to live in a dignified way. In order “..to evolve us out of animals-for-entertainment” 
she explains to www.hngn.com. She further states that we can’t just throw these whales 
back into the open sea, “free them” as it were, just like that. Captive whales have never 
hunted at sea, having been in captivity; and their teeth may be damaged, worn down or 
even broken from years of stress and knocking on metal cages. In addition, their immune 
system may be compromised due to long-term use of antibiotics on them. 

Conversely, argues Cowperthwaite whales could be placed in a sea sanctuary, where 
a large ocean area could be cordoned off.  Needless to say, scientists would monitor their 
health, even feed them if necessary. The public could play a vital role and serve a benefit 
to the currently captive whales in the newly-formed sea-sanctuary concept. Her solution 
is: urge SeaWorld to transfer over to creating sea sanctuaries. Doubtless SeaWorld 
could still make a profit as the public is sincerely taught real science education.

Other concerned and well-meaning people are also speaking out in media arena. Lori 
Marino, neuroscientist, is quoted on twitter by @orcasos saying: “All whales in captivity 
have a bad life. They’re all emotionally destroyed, they’re all psychologically traumatized. 
So they are all ticking time bombs. It’s not just Tilikum.”

We learn as we study the literature more closely that those whales in captivity have a 
shorter life span. Sperm has been taken from Tilikum for breeding purposes, endlessly; 
now he is but a breeder-tool and an in-situ swimming exhibit in cramped quarters, no lon-
ger “used” in shows since the incident(s). 

Virtually all male whales in captivity have a collapsed dorsal fin unlike only 1 to 5 % in 
male orcas in the wild. By any reasonable caring standard, captivity conditions are small 
in comparison to the open ocean where whales swim hundreds upon hundred of miles 
every day.

And there’s to more to it. Beyond retail stores endorsing whale-captivity through pro-
moting the float’s status quo image of captivity, activists are continuing to diligently iden-
tify and single out other key corporate “vehicles” that have been shown to influence this 
“whale-captivity-acceptability” mindset in the cultural market place. Enter Mattel. SeaWorld, as seen from the air by photographer Sandy McElhaney.


