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Humpback whales are frequently photographed with clumps of seaweed on their head. Many people have also recorded that whales play with seaweeds, roll in them and toss them over their bodies. Some whales even pass the seaweeds to one another. 

The practice of putting seaweeds on their heads has fascinated researchers. Some scientists playfully call them “Seaweed wigs”, while some others call it “seaweed hats” or “seaweed caps”. Humpback whales, Northern right whales, Sperm whales, Gray whales and Southern right whales do it. This behaviour is called “Kelping”, because whales prefer to use the kelp seaweed as hats.
Why do whales do it?
Since we cannot go up to these massive yet gentle creatures and ask them, “Buddy, why are you doing this?” (Oh! How I wish we could talk to these animals), the next best thing to do is to conduct a thorough behavioural research. That is exactly what a group of Griffith University scientists did in 2023. They realised that at the most basic level, it is a playful activity, but they also point out that like most of the play activities in the animal kingdom, it has a lot of benefits.

Many whales have a sensory system on their head, so some scientists say that keeping seaweeds on the head might give a nice sensation - in other words, whales might be using seaweeds to tickle themselves!

Scientist Olaf Meynecke says that this seaweed can be used as a scrubber to clean that part of the head. It can be used to scratch itches or even brush off parasites from the skin. Imagine that a parasite is bothering you but you do not have a hand to flick it away, how frustrating it would be! No wonder the whales use the leathery seaweeds on their bodies as body scrubbers.

Some scientists point out that kelping is also an important aspect of a social activity. Whales tend to share kelp with each other, like exchanging gifts.

While these are some initial insights, scientists are conducting more studies to know the extent of this behaviour and all the possible benefits.
Modern technology and whale research
A few decades ago, research like this could not have happened. It is very difficult to observe whales in their full view and record their behaviour. The introduction of drones and advancements of technology have helped in capturing high resolution images and track the whales wherever they go.
The advent of social media is also a very important tool in identifying patterns across the world. As whale watchers eagerly share their photos, scientists who study whales are able to observe behavioural patterns and easily gather a large amount of data. Olaf Meynecke says that the social media pictures of Kelping whales were very helpful to him during his work. 

Do you like whales? What do you like the most about them? Write to JM and let us know what you think!
