Marine Biology 1 – The Cove Assignment

1) Choose one of the numbered items below.
2) Use the internet and/or the library databases to gather at least 2 reliable resources about your topic of interest.

3) Create a Bibliography.

4) Respond to the issue, addressing at least 4 questions raised in the topic discussion. Include an introduction, at least 2 body paragraphs, a personal opinion paragraph, and a conclusion.

5) Must be at least 350 words, not including your heading.
The Cove project guide
Synopsis

In the 1960s, Richard O’Barry was the world’s leading authority on dolphin training, working on

the set of the popular television program Flipper. Day in and day out, O’Barry kept the dolphins

working and television audiences smiling. But one day, that all came to a tragic end. The Cove,

directed by Louie Psihoyos (rhymes with Sequoias), tells the amazing true story of how

Psihoyos, O’Barry and an elite team of activists, filmmakers and freedivers embarked on a covert

mission to penetrate a hidden cove in Japan, shining light on a dark and deadly secret. The

mysteries they uncovered were only the tip of the iceberg.

Curriculum links

This study guide is mainly aimed at middle and upper secondary school levels, with relevance to

English, Media Studies, Environmental Studies, Science, Legal Studies, History, SOSE, Ethics,

Personal and Interpersonal Development, Business Studies, Economics, Politics.

Background

Before examining important issues and themes raised by a viewing of The Cove, and of the

nature and structure of the documentary film itself, we should first gain some background

knowledge of topics such as: the long history, culture and tradition of the fishing industry in

Taiji, in Japan; the history and role of the International Whaling Commission (IWC); and even

the world-wide popularity and influence upon audiences of the famous American children’s

television series, Flipper.

1) Taiji
Draw a map of Japan (or specifically the Japanese island of Honshu), marking the location of

the small town of Taiji, in the prefecture (or governmental district) of Wakayama. (If you

have trouble finding it, search Google Maps on the internet.) To place into geographical

context, also label Tokyo, Hiroshima, Yokohama, Kobe and Nagoya. Mark the location off

the Honshu coast of the Pacific Ocean and the Sea of Japan.

Carry out appropriate research then write a short history of Taiji’s association with whaling,

extending back to the sixteenth century. Explain why, in the past, the citizens of the general

region have had to rely on whaling for their livelihood and food supply. For example, why

hasn’t agriculture of the land been a viable local industry? Explain whether the annual

dolphin drive is a long-standing traditional event, or whether it is relatively recent.

2) International Whaling Commission
Research and write notes on the following:

When and why was the IWC formed? What are the IWC’s main activities and objectives

today? How many countries currently belong to the IWC? Which countries in the IWC are

engaged in whaling and/or the hunting of small cetaceans (sea mammals smaller than large

whale species)? Explain whether the IWC can create international maritime laws by

members’ votes that all world nations are expected to adhere to. If there are such laws, are

any penalties in place for breaking them? As a member of the IWC, what is the U.S.’s

official position on whaling and the hunting of dolphins in its own ocean territories and

elsewhere in the world?

Include details as to whether any IWC annual meetings have ever been conducted in

The US.
3) U.S.’s own whaling history

Research and write an informative magazine-style article aimed at young teenagers about

U.S. ’s own involvement in the whaling industry. Include an explanation of why the

industry began, whether it was economically successful, and why it eventually concluded.

Also include illustrations, maps and statistical charts as you see fit.

Discuss whether it is possible to relate the same themes, in real life, to the

residents of Taiji in Japan.

4) Flipper
Research and write a listing of the Flipper feature films and the television series. Add a brief

written description of the general narrative outline of the series, and offer an explanation as

to why the series has been so popular, especially with children.

Find out what ‘anthropomorphism’ means as it applies to animal life. Make a list of ten other

films, fiction television programs, novels or comic books that feature anthropomorphic

characters. Discuss anthropomorphism in reference to an understanding of Flipper. For

example, does it matter if Flipper is not true to life? Are its values harmless to children, the

bulk of the viewing audience? Will children gain a dangerously wrong impression about

dolphin behaviour, characteristics, needs and intelligence from these types of narratives?

Should such programs even be produced and screened? Discuss whether there are any

positive values for children viewing Flipper and other, similar programs
5) Ric O’Barry
During the program Ric O’Barry says, ‘I spent ten years building that industry up [i.e.

capturing and training dolphins], and I spent the last thirty-five years trying to tear it down’.

Research the life of Ric O’Barry. Explain the steps, the experiences and the processes in thinking and feeling that Ric O’Barrywent through to move from one state of awareness and activity to virtually the opposite. Wasit an overnight revelation, or a slow process of discovery and enlightenment? 
6) Joji Morishita
Find out more about Joji Morishita, Japanese delegate to the IWC at the time The Cove was

under production. In 2001, Morishita suggested that ‘some people would say it was racism’

for non-whaling countries to single out the Japanese for their whaling activities, when other

countries were also whaling. He also referred to ‘cultural imperialism’. 

Do you agree? Explain your views. Why would Morishita

make these claims? What does he mean by ‘cultural imperialism’? 

Business-economic interests and world fishery supplies

The Japanese fisheries supply industry is the largest of its kind in the world. Can it continue to

maintain its presence as a business and economic power?

7) Fisheries
Carry out research then prepare an objectively-based report about the Japanese fisheries supply industry. Examine its extent, size and international power andreach. How much financial revenue does it bring to the Japanese economy? Is it principally aprivate enterprise, a government-subsidised business or an entirely government-ownedmonopoly? How many people are directly and indirectly employed within this industry? To what extent are other countries around the world reliant on it? Explain whether the amount of fish harvested from the sea by the Japanese industry has risen, fallen or remained constant over many decades. Has the way in which the fisheries industry operates changed over these decades, especially in terms of harvesting techniques, size and types of boats and the use of equipment?

Consider also the following questions: what are the most important problems facing the

industry, and will these problems have an adverse effect on employment and the economy?

Does Japan have any viable alternatives to its fishing industries, or can Japan develop new

alternatives? What is the likely future for the industry? Can the current methods of ocean

fishing and of stock conservation and breeding be altered to make the industry sustainable

into the future? Should the rest of the world, for its own benefit, play a positive and

constructive role in assisting Japan to adapt from the past to the future? Summing up, what

final recommendations would you advise?

8)  ‘Pest control’
During the film Hardy Jones, the founder of BlueVoice (see website references), claims that

the fishermen of Taiji told him, when questioned about the income they derive from the

annual dolphin drive, ‘It’s not about money, it’s about pest control’. Assuming his statement

and the translation of the fishermen’s comments from Japanese into English is correct,

discuss in class the way in which the killing of dolphins might be regarded as ‘pest control’.

Describe and explain your own reaction to the comment. As an audience, is there an

emotional overload in hearing and being confronted by these words that outweighs their

possible logic?
You may wish to compare or contrast this issue to ‘pest control’ in the U.S., with reference

to rats, geese, raccoons, deer, rabbits or others. 

9) Seafood as protein source
Roger Payne, of Ocean Alliance says during the film that, ‘Seventy per cent of human beings, seven out of ten people, rely as a principal protein on seafood. If we lose access to fish in the sea we will be causing the biggest public health problem human beings have ever faced’.

First find out if you can locate and quote an official or acceptable, scientifically-based source

that verifies Payne’s comments. Discuss why seventy per cent of the world’s

population relies on seafood for protein, and whether there are practical alternatives to

seafood. Is this reliance on seafood entirely of practical necessity and subsidence, or is it

mainly a cultural phenomenon? What significance does Payne’s claim have for the economic

wellbeing of the world’s fisheries industry and conservation? Define and describe the types of

health problems to which Payne alludes, that would be caused by protein deficiency. Describe

the kinds of local and international political and social problems that might arise as a result of

extreme health problems due to lack of seafood.
Environmental activism

During the program we see a number of committed environmental activists such as Ric O’Barry

and others, attempting to free captured dolphins.

10) Eco-activists
Carry out research, then from the film and elsewhere, write a short commentary on each of

Captain Paul Watson, Hardy Jones, Dave Rastovich and Roger Payne as environmental

activists. What makes them activists? In what ways are they either qualified or

knowledgeable in their opinions about the subject of dolphin behaviour or dolphin

conservation?

Footage of Australian actor Isabel Lucas and American actor Hayden Panettiere is included

in The Cove. Discuss in class their role or purpose in the film. Does the fact that they are

glamorous film and television actors, and not qualified environmentalists, add to, detract or

even distract from the issues being raised? Does their participation in these activities and

their presence in the film itself fulfil any worthwhile purpose?
Early in the film, Ric O’Barry refers to two activists who were murdered. Working in pairs

find out more about Jane Tipson and Jenny May, and write a radio current affairs

commentary about each woman. What kinds of activities were they involved in, and why?

What happened to them? Speculate as to why such extreme violence was taken against them.

Have any suspects been questioned by the police, arrested, prosecuted and found guilty in a

court of law?
Following from the previous activity, O’ Barry refers to being on a hunger strike with Jenny

May. Discuss in the class the aims of and the tactical thinking behind conducting a hunger

strike. In what ways is this either similar to, or different from, other kinds of protest action

such as forming human barricades or sabotaging equipment? What effect do media images of

these actions, on television or in the newspapers, have around the world?

11) Does the pot call the kettle black?
To broaden the issue, write a considered argument examining the question of whether the U.S. and other western countries are immune from criticism overtheir own treatment of animals for commercial purposes? Consider such topics as hen farming, cattle farming, etc.
Dolphin habitat, behavior and dolphinariums

A central argument developed through The Cove is that for physiological reasons dolphins

cannot adapt to dolphinariums, particularly of the amusement park variety.

12) Food chain and mercury poisoning
Before looking closely at the ways in which dolphins either adapt or do not adapt to

particular salt-water environments, explain what Roger Payne means by his statement in the

film that, ‘people and dolphins feed at the same level in the food chain’. Draw an illustrated

chart of a ‘food chain’ that demonstrates Payne’s comment. Explain how and why dolphins in

their ocean element can acquire high levels of mercury due to their position in the food chain.

Where does this mercury come from, and how does it enter the food chain? 

13) Dolphin communications
From viewing the film, and from further examination of the issue, discuss in class and make

notes on the ways in which dolphins are suited to living in natural ocean environments, and

the methods by which they communicate with each other in those environments. How do

they react to noise? Why is it that they suffer from nervous stress if barricaded or fenced in

within those environments? In what way is their sound perception, as suggested by O’Barry,

‘their downfall in Taiji’?
