
Nothing beats seeing whales up 
close. That’s why you’ll find me 
on a boat most weekends in 
Sydney during the humpback 
migration, grinning like a 
lunatic with camera in hand.

Legally, boats must stay 
100-300 metres away from a 
whale, but they are curious 
creatures and often approach 
vessels – and over the years I’ve 
had them 

Rachelle Mackintosh,42HERVEY BAY, QLD 
Every year between June and 
November, around 30,000 
humpback whales migrate 
from Antarctica to the 
tropical waters of Australia’s 
north to breed and calve.  
It’s a round trip of about 
10,000km – and this is where 
the humpback whales 
stopover and rest for a few 
days. The calm bays off 
Fraser Island are ideal for 

come in close enough to 
notice that some barnacles 
actually look like daisies! 

Whether you’re on a boat or 
on land, finding whales to watch is 
easier than you might think. Simply 
set your gaze about halfway between 
yourself and the horizon, and scan. 
You’ll be able to spot a whale when it 
comes up to breathe every 10-20 
minutes, as its exhalation looks like 
a puff of smoke. 

When you’ve found a whale and 
are ready to snap a few pics, switch 
your camera/phone to its fastest 
setting (like sports mode) and click 
away. But try not to fixate on 
taking the perfect shot – no image 
can compare to the real-life 
spectacle of these gentle giants, 
so take it in! 

For whale-watching cruises, try 
gowhalewatching.com and 
whalewatchingsydney.com.au; 
check out Rachelle’s photos on 
Instagram @faunographic.

Seeing a humpback 
whale breach during  
the annual migration  

is unforgettable

The whales 
can come in 

quite close to 
shore as they 
pass through 

Sydney

mums and their newborn 
calves to recuperate. The 
best time to see the calves 
here is early September:  
if you want to swim with 
whales, try a day trip with 
Tasman Venture. See 
tasmanventure.com.au

HEAD OF BIGHT, SA
For the best whale-watching 
you can do on dry land, visit 
the Head of Bight Whale 

Centre on the 
Nullarbor Plain, on 
South Australia’s far 
west coast. Here, 
endangered 
southern right 
whales roll into the 
area from mid-May 
till late October to 
socialise, breed and 
calve. In peak season 
(July/August) you can 
see up to 100 whales in 
the bay at any one time. 
The observation areas are 
wheelchair accessible and 
the cliff views are sublime. 
It’s a four-hour drive from 
Ceduna, but well worth the 
adventure! Visit  
headofbight.com.au

KAIKOURA, NZ 
Tipping the scales at up to  
60 tonnes and stretching up 
to 20 metres in length, sperm 
whales are the largest 
toothed whales on the planet. 
The best place to see them is 

in Kaikoura, a three-hour 
drive from Christchurch. This 
is a year-round playground 
thanks to the underwater 
canyon full of their favourite 
fishy foods. The best way to 
see them up close is with a 
local cruise operator – but  
be patient. These whales  
can hold their breath for 
40-60-minutes! Head to 
whalewatch.co.nz

The 
humpbacks 

are super 
friendly in 

Hervey Bay!

Southern right 
whales can be 
viewed from 
the shore at 
Head of Bight

Rachelle with 
camera in hand
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Nothing’s quite as extraordinary  
as seeing these gentle giants  
up close. Here are some great  
local hotspots to do just that
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MERIMBULA, NSW
Christine Fitzgerald, 57

The humpbacks 
are extra 

relaxed in scenic 
Merimbula

Killer whales 
regularly visit 
the Bremer 
Canyon

Merimbula on the far south coast of 
NSW is one of Australia’s best whale-
watching hotspots, but luckily not many 
people know it! While most visitors go 
to neighbouring Eden for cruises and to 
see the Eden Killer Whale Museum, 
Merimbula is more laid-back and has 
plenty of family-friendly accommodation. 
Plus, the humpback viewing is second 
to none because the whales come into 
the bay to rest on their way back to 
Antarctica, so can be quite playful and 
relaxed. If you’re lucky, you might see 
them opening up their giant mouths to 
feed on krill – this doesn’t really happen 
elsewhere on the coast. Best times are 
mid-August to November. There’s a 
viewing platform at Long Point, or you 
can take a cruise aboard True Blue with 
Merimbula Marina to make the most of 
it. See merimbulamarina.com

CAIRNS, QLD
From June to August, dwarf 
minke whales head to the 
ribbon reefs of the Great 
Barrier Reef north of Cairns 
– no-one knows how many of 
them come, or exactly why 
they do – but these eight-
metre, six-tonne giants are 
famous for being friendly and 

BREMER BAY, WA
For a truly wild whale-
watching adventure, visit 
WA’s Great Southern 
region, a 6.5-hour drive 
south-east of Perth. The 
Bremer Canyon can only 
be reached via a day 
cruise with a local tour 
operator, but it’s well 
worth the bouncy voyage as 
it’s a feeding ground for 
orcas, sperm whales, beaked 
and pilot whales, along with 
great white sharks, dolphins 

and sea lions. To see the 
orcas plan to visit between 
January and March. See 
whalewatchwesternaustralia.
com  

seeking out human 
contact. In fact, the 

species was only 
discovered in the early 1980s 
when one approached a Port 
Douglas local who was out 
diving! These days several 
tour companies offer day 
trips from Port Douglas to 
swim with these friendly 
whales, but for a richer 
experience your best bet is to 
try a multi-day cruise from 
Cairns with Mike Ball 
Expeditions. For details, 
visit www.mikeball.com 

Bremer Bay is a 
highlight of the 

wild west
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Dwarf minkes 
are renowned 

for being 
friendly

Take a cruise 
with Merimbula 
Marina to catch 

all the action
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