SeaWorld’s Response to the Movie Blackfish

SeaWorld’s Response to
the Movie Blackfish
Amy Newman
Cornell University
School of Hotel Administration
August 1, 2014

©2014,
©2014,
AmyAmy
Newman
Newman

SeaWorld’s Response to the Movie Blackfish

Table of Contents
Page
The Making and Success of Blackfish

1

Public Response to the Film

1

Impact on SeaWorld’s Business

2

SeaWorld’s Response

3

A Look to the Future

6

Attachment 1: SeaWorld Responds to CNN Questions

7

Attachment 2: SeaWorld’s Open Letter

10

Attachment 3: SeaWorld Refutes Claims

11

Attachment 4: Blackfish’s Response to SeaWorld’s Rebuttal

14

Appendix 5: SeaWorld Tweet and Responses

20

©2014, Amy Newman

SeaWorld’s Response to the Movie Blackfish

Although the makers of Blackfish say that didn’t intend to change SeaWorld, 1,2 they created a film that
moved millions and demanded a response. Marketed as a documentary, Blackfish explores the link
between orcas (killer whales) held in captivity and several injuries and deaths of the people who train
them. SeaWorld, a theme-park operator with 11 properties, has been criticized for its handling of what
has become a public relations crisis called the “Blackfish Effect.” 3

The Making and Success of Blackfish
Blackfish Director Gabriela Cowperthwaite says she was inspired to make the film because she took her
kids to SeaWorld and wanted to know more about Dawn Brancheau’s death. Brancheau was a head
trainer, killed in 2010 by Tilikum, an orca captured by SeaWorld in the 1980s. The company’s
explanation was that Brancheau was wearing her hair in a ponytail, but Cowperthwaite was curious
whether there was more to the story. 4
Blackfish was far more popular than expected. After premiering at the 2013 Sundance Film Festival, the
film was released in the United States by Magnolia and grossed $2 million at the summer box office. 5
When it aired in October on CNN, it attracted 21 million viewers. 6 Since then, Blackfish has been
watched an undeterminable number of times on CNN, DVD, and Netflix.
The movie includes people who captured and trained SeaWorld orcas but no representative from the
company. Cowperthwaite says the company declined to be interviewed, six months after her request. 7

Public Response to the Film
One of the early and most publicized repercussions of Blackfish was musicians’ boycotts of SeaWorld
properties. By January 2014, Pat Benatar, The Beach Boys, Trace Adkins, Willie Nelson, 38 Special,
Barenaked Ladies, and several other groups cancelled performances because of a Change.org petition
signed by more than 30,000 people. 8
Protests have been held in major cities around the world. Hundreds rallied against SeaWorld’s floats at
the Macy’s Thanksgiving Parade in New York City in November 2013 and at the Rose Parade in Pasadena
in January 2014. 9 Later in 2014, and continuing through the summer, people gathered outside SeaWorld
in San Diego, having organized through a Facebook page. 10
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By far the biggest SeaWorld backlash happened on social media. Unfortunately for SeaWorld, Twitter’s
media blog fueled the activity with an analysis of “The #Blackfish Phenomenon.” The November 6, 2013,
blog article reads like a how-to guide for organizations to learn from CNN’s wildly successful
development of the backchannel. Nowhere does the article mention SeaWorld’s response. 11
Tweets supporting Blackfish and criticizing SeaWorld came from all angles: from actress/singer Ariana
Grande, with 16.5 million followers; from PETA, with 500,000 followers; and of course, from the public. 12

Impact on SeaWorld’s Business
The long-term impact of Blackfish on SeaWorld’s business is difficult to determine. On a 2013 fourthquarter earnings call, CEO Jim Atchison assured analysts, “We have seen no impact on the business"
from the Blackfish controversy. 13 SeaWorld reported record revenues of $1.46 billion in 2013 ($1.42
billion in 2013), but attendance dropped 4.1% to 24.4 million. The revenue up-tick may have been the
result of SeaWorld’s increased in-park prices: pervisitor revenue rose 7%. Also, a Guardian article
reports “aggressive ticket discounting.” 14 Its oneyear employee growth was down 46.6%, and
bottom-line profit decreased 35%. 15 SeaWorld
attributes some of its profit decrease to IPO costs. 16
2013 financials are summarized in Figure 1.
SeaWorld’s (SEAS) stock chart since its IPO is shown
in Figure 2. The company went public in April 2013,
so a longer stock trend isn’t available. Although the
transactions may be unrelated, Atchison sold $1
million of SEAS in November 2013, and the
Figure 1: SeaWorld 2013 Financials, Hoovers.com
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Blackstone Group sold its majority ownership in December 2013. 17

Figure 2: SeaWorld Stock Chart, Finance.yahoo.com

In the first quarter of 2014, SeaWorld reported losses: “For the first quarter of 2014, the Company
generated revenue of $212.3 million, a decrease of $26.3 million, or 11%, versus the first quarter of
2013.” 18 The first quarter also brought a 13% decrease in attendance, which the company attributed to
a later Easter break (within the second quarter) and poor weather in Florida and Texas.
In April 2014, a U.S. appeals court upheld a decision against SeaWorld, which was filed as a result of
Brancheau’s death. The case allowed Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) to prevent
trainers from swimming with orcas; instead, protective gear and a physical barrier must be used. On
behalf of the court, a judge wrote, “Statements by SeaWorld managers do not indicate that SeaWorld's
safety protocols and training made the killer whales safe; rather, they demonstrate SeaWorld's
recognition that the killer whales interacting with trainers are dangerous.” Although SeaWorld argued
that the decision would negatively affect the business, the court stated that improving safety conditions
“does not change the essential nature of the business.” 19 How audiences perceive the change remains
to be seen.
On August 1, 2014, SeaWorld and Southwest ended their promotional partnership, which began in 1988.
The joint press release describes “shifting priorities” as the reason, 20 but news articles blame backlash
from Blackfish. 21

SeaWorld’s Response
When Blackfish was first released, SeaWorld was relatively quiet. SeaWorld sent emails with the subject
line, “A dishonest movie,” to 50 film critics when it hit theaters in July, but the company did little else. 22
In an interview with CNN, Timothy Coombs, a crisis communication expert and communications
professor at the University of Central Florida in Orlando, said he believed the company was hoping the
controversy would pass: "But the attention spiked and kept going as more and more music artists began
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to cancel at SeaWorld, and it just escalated on them very quickly. And I don't think they anticipated
that." 23
Although SeaWorld declined an on-camera interview, the company issued this statement to CNN in
October 2013:
"Blackfish is billed as a documentary, but instead of a fair and balanced treatment of a complex
subject, the film is inaccurate and misleading and, regrettably, exploits a tragedy that remains a
source of deep pain for Dawn Brancheau's family, friends and colleagues. To promote its bias
that killer whales should not be maintained in a zoological setting, the film paints a distorted
picture that withholds from viewers key facts about SeaWorld -- among them, that SeaWorld is
one of the world's most respected zoological institutions, that SeaWorld rescues, rehabilitates
and returns to the wild hundreds of wild animals every year, and that SeaWorld commits millions
of dollars annually to conservation and scientific research. Perhaps most important, the film fails
to mention SeaWorld's commitment to the safety of its team members and guests and to the
care and welfare of its animals, as demonstrated by the company's continual refinement and
improvement to its killer whale facilities, equipment and procedures both before and after the
death of Dawn Brancheau." 24
SeaWorld’s vice president of communications Fred Jacobs also responded to several CNN questions in
writing (Appendix 1). (As recently as February 2014, SeaWorld seemed to maintain its stance of not
giving on-air interviews, 25 but interviews persist. In May 2014, A Bloomberg TV report included a
branding expert, but again, no voice of the company.) 26
In December 2013, SeaWorld seemed to spring into action. The company posted an open letter on its
website (Appendix 2) and took out full-page newspaper ads. “The Truth About Blackfish” (Appendix 3)
refutes several claims made in the film, and another page on its website invites visitors to “Join the
SeaWorld Truth Team” against “animal rights extremists.” 27 (The makers of Blackfish have responded to
SeaWorld’s rebuttals [Appendix 4]. 28)
Eventually, SeaWorld posted in social media. Early, sporadic tweets simply linked to more information.
An October 25 tweet links to an article by the SeaWorld Zoo vice president, a 28-year employee, who
underscores “literally millions of safe interactions” with orcas and calls Blackfish a “shamefully
misleading account.” 29

Additional tweets appear on December 20 (although the link is no longer active on SeaWorld’s
website) 30 and January 20 (which does link to an active page on SeaWorld’s website). 31

©2014, Amy Newman

4

SeaWorld’s Response to the Movie Blackfish

In later tweets, SeaWorld is more engaged in the conversation—and takes a different tone. On February
9, SeaWorld posted what may be its first @reply tweet on the subject, 32 and a post on April 23 shows a
more proactive approach, although the responses are quite negative (Attachment 5). 33

Also in February, SeaWorld sponsored ads on Facebook. 34
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SeaWorld’s Facebook page reveals a company struggling with negative comments. On the surface, most
posts are positive, but when opened, many show negative responses (see separate PDF: SeaWorld’s FB
Page Since August 2013). Also, a post on November 3, 2013, indicates the company may have deleted
comments from its wall. 35

As late as April 2014, SeaWorld posted videos targeting Blackfish on YouTube:
•

Killer Whale Trainer Holly Byrd Discusses Blackfish. A trainer claims that Blackfish footage of
Samantha Berg swimming with a killer whale is actually Byrd (posted January 2014).

•

SeaWorld Killer Whale Trainer Responds to Blackfish. A trainer gives his perspective of the film
in a 17-minute interview (posted January 2014).

•

Blackfish isn't unbiased. It's one-sided. Another trainer gives his perspective of the film (posted
April 2014).

A Look to the Future
The conversation continues, and the future of SeaWorld is yet to be determined. As the company
pursues a growth strategy, people will watch Blackfish, read social media comments, and consider
SeaWorld’s rebuttals. In the meantime, students of communication can learn from the successes and
failures of managing a crisis in unchartered waters.
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Attachment 1: SeaWorld Responds to CNN Questions

SeaWorld responds to questions about
captive orcas, 'Blackfish' film
updated 11:27 AM EDT, Mon October 28, 2013

Watch an encore of "Blackfish" on CNN, Saturday, November 2 at 9
p.m. ET.
(CNN) -- This week, CNN will present the premiere of "Blackfish," a documentary that traces the history of
killer whales in captivity leading up to the 2010 killing of SeaWorld trainer Dawn Brancheau
by Tilikum, an orca previously associated with the death of two other people.
SeaWorld has been critical of the film, which debuted at the Sundance Film Festival earlier this year,
issuing this statement to CNN:
"Blackfish is billed as a documentary, but instead of a fair and balanced treatment of a complex subject,
the film is inaccurate and misleading and, regrettably, exploits a tragedy that remains a source of deep
pain for Dawn Brancheau's family, friends and colleagues. To promote its bias that killer whales should
not be maintained in a zoological setting, the film paints a distorted picture that withholds from viewers
key facts about SeaWorld – among them, that SeaWorld is one of the world's most respected zoological
institutions, that SeaWorld rescues, rehabilitates and returns to the wild hundreds of wild animals every
year, and that SeaWorld

©2014, Amy Newman

7

SeaWorld’s Response to the Movie Blackfish

commits millions of dollars annually to conservation and scientific research. Perhaps most important, the
film fails to mention SeaWorld's commitment to the safety of its team members and guests and to the
care and welfare of its animals, as demonstrated by the company's continual refinement and
improvement to its killer whale facilities, equipment and procedures both before and after the death of
Dawn Brancheau."
SeaWorld declined CNN's requests to be interviewed on camera. However, Vice President of
Communications Fred Jacobs agreed to answer some questions about the controversy over the film and
about keeping orcas in captivity.
Here are Jacobs' unedited responses to CNN's questions:
CNN: In your statement, SeaWorld notes that Blackfish "withholds from viewers key facts about
SeaWorld," including that SeaWorld has rescued, rehabilitated, and returned to the wild hundreds of wild
animals: Do any of those animals include orcas?
SeaWorld: Yes, though killer whales do not beach with the same frequency as other species and when
they do it is typically a last ditch effort at survival. Killer whales, like all stranded marine mammals, are
generally gravely ill, injured, malnourished, dehydrated, very old or very young, and do not survive long
on shore. Nonetheless, we've assisted whales many times, including killer whales. The largest whale to
ever be rescued, rehabilitated and returned to the wild -- J.J. the orphaned gray whale calf -- was part of
our rescue program. (See the attached paper from a biologist at the Hubbs-SeaWorld Research Institute
(PDF).) You can read about our role in rescuing killer whales from Barnes Lake in Alaska here andour
role in rescuing a killer whale named Springer here. We also assisted our colleagues at Dolfinarium in
Holland with veterinary care and husbandry for an orphaned and hearing-impaired juvenile killer whale
they rescued. SeaWorld was part of the team to help Luna, as well as a young killer whale stranded near
Puerto Vallarta in Mexico. We also are regularly called upon to do pathology on beached whales that do
not survive.
CNN: What kind of rehabilitation and rescue efforts does SeaWorld provide for orcas?
SeaWorld: See the answer above. I should stress that the goal of our rescue program is the rehabilitation
of an animal in need so that it can be successfully reintroduced to the wild. That occurs hundreds of times
each year. Just this week we released a beached common dolphin that was rescued and rehabilitated by
our park in San Diego. There are few organizations in the world that rescue more animals than we do:
more than 23,000 since the program's inception.
CNN: What are the benefits to keeping orcas in captivity?
SeaWorld: The primary benefits are identical for any species in any accredited zoological institution:
education and science. At SeaWorld more than 11 million people each year (hundreds of millions since
our first park opened its gates in 1964) have experienced killer whales in a way that is personal, enriching
and inspirational. Learn more here. It is our hope that every person who has visited SeaWorld leaves with
a greater understanding of and appreciation for all the animals we display, including killer whales. I have
attached two documents that outline some of our peer-reviewed contributions to the scientific
understanding of killer whales. Note that this is just killer whales. We have similar bibliographies for many
of the species living at SeaWorld.
CNN: Many marine biologists and animal ethicists believe that orcas should not be kept in captivity
because they are designed to travel hundreds of miles each day. Do you think the exposure that
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SeaWorld provides to millions of people who might not otherwise see a killer whale outweighs these
concerns about impact of captivity on orcas?
SeaWorld: While a killer whale can and occasionally might travel as much as 100 miles in a day, it should
be said that swimming that distance is not integral to a whale's health and well-being. It is likely foraging
behavior. Given the challenge of finding and killing as much as 300 pounds of prey every day, killer
whales in the wild -- like any species -- conserve energy and move only as much as necessary. Killer
whales living in our parks are given all the food they require. They also exercise, receive veterinary care,
live in the company of other members of their species, and receive mental stimulation. They adapt very
well to life in a zoological setting. I should also note that the overwhelming majority of killer whales in our
parks were born in the care of man.
CNN: What specifically have we learned about captive orcas that has benefited marine biology and
applies to orcas in the wild?
SeaWorld: Please see the attached bibliographies (Here and here -PDFs). Much of what is known about
the killer whale's anatomy, reproductive biology and capacity to learn was learned at SeaWorld and other
accredited zoological institutions.
CNN: SeaWorld trainer and Vice President Michael Scarpuzzi notes the "millions of safe interactions we
have had with killer whales" in the past 50 years. Does SeaWorld intend to put trainers back into the
water with its killer whales?
SeaWorld: Trainers enter the water only as part of in-water safety desensitization training. You can learn
more about that process here. Our trainers have not entered the water for performances since February
2010 and we have no plans for them to return to that kind of interaction with our whales.
CNN: How's Tilikum doing today? Is he participating in any of SeaWorld's shows?
SeaWorld: He is doing well for a killer whale that is more than 30 years old. He interacts with other
whales and our zoological staff and he makes regular public appearances.
CNN: What are SeaWorld's thoughts on sea pens as an alternative solution where humans can not only
study and research killer whales, but enjoy them as well?
SeaWorld: Sea pens can be effective for transitioning a rescued animal back to life in the open ocean,
but they are not appropriate for long-term care. Our killer whale habitats are the largest and most
sophisticated ever constructed for a marine mammal: 7 million gallons of continually filtered and chilled
water. They provide an environment that allows us to properly care for, display and study the animals.
CNN: How is SeaWorld's current park attendance compared to last year? Whether you've seen an incline
or a decline, what do you attribute that to?
SeaWorld: Our attendance is good. In fact, we are on pace for a record year in 2013. Learn more here.
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Attachment 2: SeaWorld’s Open Letter

Inaccurate reports recently have generated questions about SeaWorld and the animals in our care. The truth is in our parks and
people, and it’s time to set the record straight.
The men and women of SeaWorld are true animal advocates. We are the 1,500 scientists, researchers, veterinarians, trainers,
marine biologists, aquarists, aviculturists, educators and conservationists who have dedicated our lives to the animals in our care as
well as those in the wild that are injured, ill or orphaned. Whether it’s a sea lion, manatee, sea turtle or whale, we are on call 24/7.
Here are some important facts about SeaWorld and our work:
SeaWorld does not capture killer whales in the wild. Due to the groundbreaking success of our research in marine mammal
reproduction, we haven’t collected a killer whale from the wild in 35 years. In fact, only two of the whales in our care were
collected by SeaWorld and they continue to be in our care today. In addition, our research has led to a much greater
understanding of whales in the wild, giving researchers important scientific insights surrounding marine mammal reproduction.
We do not separate killer whale moms and calves. SeaWorld recognizes the important bond between mother and calf. On
the rare occasion that a mother killer whale cannot care for the calf herself, we have successfully hand raised and reintroduced
the calf. Whales are only moved to maintain a healthy social structure.
SeaWorld invests millions of dollars in the care of our killer whales. In the last three years alone, we have invested $70
million in our killer whale habitats and millions of dollars annually in support of these facilities. Our habitats are among the
largest in the world today. They are state-of-the-art, multimillion-gallon environments of cooled and filtered water that allow
for the highest and safest standards of care. We give our animals restaurant- quality fish, exercise, veterinary care, mental
stimulation, and the company of other members of their species.
SeaWorld’s killer whales’ life spans are equivalent with those in the wild. While studies continue to define the average life
span of killer whales in the wild, the most recent science suggests that our killer whales’ life spans are comparable — indeed, five
of our animals are older than 30, and one of our whales is close to 50.
The killer whales in our care benefit those in the wild. We work with universities, governmental agencies and NGOs to
increase the body of knowledge about and the understanding of killer whales — from their anatomy and reproductive biology to
their auditory abilities. Some populations of wild killer whales have been classified as endangered or threatened, demonstrating the
potential critical nature of these research opportunities. This type of
controlled research and study is simply not possible in the wild, and has significant real-world benefits to the killer whales that live
there.
SeaWorld is a world leader in animal rescue. The millions of people who visit our parks each year make possible SeaWorld’s
world-renowned work in rescue, rehabilitation and release. We are constantly innovating when it comes to this care: Our
veterinarians have created nursing bottles to hand-feed orphaned whales, prosthetics to save sea turtles, and a wetsuit to help
injured manatees stay afloat during rehabilitation. Whether it’s the result of natural or man-made disasters, SeaWorld is always on
call and often the first to be contacted. We have rescued more than 23,000 animals with the goal of treating and returning them to
the wild.
Naturalist Baba Dioum put it best when he said, “In the end we will conserve only what we love; we will love only what we
understand; and we will understand only what we have been taught.”
At SeaWorld, this has been our calling since we first opened our doors 50 years ago. It is a responsibility we do not take lightly.
More than 400 million guests have visited SeaWorld. We are proud that their experiences here have a lasting and positive
impact on them, and on the world in which we live.
The truth about SeaWorld is right here in our parks and people. Our guests may enter our gates having never given much thought to
the remarkable animals in our oceans. When they leave with a greater appreciation for the importance of the sea, educated about the
animals that live there and inspired to make a difference, we have done our job.
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Attachment 3: SeaWorld Refutes Claims

Why “Blackfish” is Propaganda, not a Documentary
We object to Blackfish because its two central premises are wrong: (1) that life at SeaWorld is harmful for killer
whales and for trainers working with these animals, and (2) that SeaWorld has attempted to cover up the facts
surrounding the tragic death of trainer Dawn Brancheau in 2010, as well the history of Tilikum, the killer whale
involved in that accident. Nothing could be further from the truth.
To make these ultimately false and misleading points, the film conveys falsehoods, manipulates viewers emotionally, and relies on
questionable filmmaking techniques to create “facts” that support its point of view.
Here are some significant examples with links to supporting documents:
1. Blackfish employs false and emotionally manipulative sequences concerning the collection and separation of killer whales:
Through stock footage and video mismatched to the narrative, the film implies that SeaWorld collects killer whales from the wild and
separates mothers and calves. NEITHER IS TRUE.
Collection: The film depicts a killer whale collection in Washington State that occurred 40 years ago. It leaves viewers with three false
impressions: (1) that SeaWorld continues to collect whales from the wild to this day; (2) that Tilikum himself was collected by
SeaWorld; and (3) that the collections done four decades ago were illegal. None of this is true. SeaWorld does not collect killer whales
in the wild, and has not done so in over 35 years. Tilikum was not collected by us. And the collections four decades ago were
conducted in compliance with federal laws, pursuant to federally-issued permits at that time.
Separation: The film highlights two separations. In one instance, involving a whale named Takara, the film leaves you with the
impression she was a calf when separated. In fact, Takara was 12 years old when she was moved. In the second, involving a whale
named Kalina, the film misleadingly shows footage of a calf that is only days old. Kalina was moved when she was 4 ½ years old
because she was disruptive to her mother and other whales. We do not separate killer whale moms and calves, and in the rare
occurrences that we do move whales among our parks, we do so only in order to maintain a healthy social structure.
2. The film relies on former SeaWorld employees, most of whom have little experience with killer whales, and others who
haven’t worked at SeaWorld in nearly 20 years: These individuals, who speak with apparent authority, have little or no firsthand
knowledge of the incidents they describe. Most of them had no experience with Tilikum, and several never even performed with killer
whales in the water. The film’s “cast” is completely unfamiliar with current conditions and techniques at SeaWorld, and are certainly
in no position to critique a trainer of Dawn Brancheau’s caliber or her last interaction with Tilikum.
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The Film includes a SeaWorld video of a female trainer riding a killer whale, while one of the cast members, Samantha Berg, talks
about her “experience” at Shamu Stadium. This segment misleadingly implies that Ms. Berg had relevant experience when, in fact, the
video used in the film was shot 10 years after Ms. Berg had left SeaWorld. The trainer depicted in the video is not Ms. Berg but rather
is a current SeaWorld employee. Of just the 3 years Ms. Berg spent working at SeaWorld, she spent only one year working with killer
whales and she never conducted direct training with Tilikum.
3. The film also relies on animal rights activists masquerading as scientists: The film relies heavily on the dubious reflections of
scientists who have aggressively campaigned against marine mammal display for decades, and have no expertise with killer whale
behavior in captivity. These scientists include Howard Garrett, Lori Marino and Ken Balcomb. Mr. Garrett, along with cast members
Samantha Berg and Carol Ray, joined with PETA in a previously filed lawsuit against SeaWorld. In this lawsuit, they equated
SeaWorld’s work with killer whales as slavery under the 13th Amendment. Although their case was promptly dismissed by the Court,
their anti-captivity bias is obvious. Likewise, the film relies on the statements of David Duffus, a professor of geography and purported
expert in the area of killer whale behavior, whom Occupational Safety and Health Administration’s (OSHA) Judge Kenneth Welsch
found “has no expertise in the training of captive killer whales.”
4. The film spins an entirely fictitious account of Dawn Brancheau’s death in order to advance its anti-captivity narrative. To
support this bias slant, and specifically the idea that Tilikum was a psychotic and violent animal because of captivity, the film engages
in a series of false and misleading statements about the circumstances of Ms. Brancheau’s death:
In its opening sequence, the film misleadingly cobbles together separate pieces of innocuous training and performance footage,
synched with the actual
911 calls, to mislead the audience into believing it is viewing the actual footage of Ms. Brancheau swimming with Tilikum prior to the
fatal incident. In fact, the opening sequence does not depict either Ms. Brancheau or Tilikum, or an attack of any kind. From the date
Tilikum arrived at SeaWorld, no one was allowed to swim in the water with Tilikum, and Ms. Brancheau never did so.
Purely for shock value, the film includes a recording of an EMT technician, subsequently proved to be mistaken, suggesting that
Tilikum swallowed Ms.
Brancheau’s arm during the incident. This is false. This fact was readily available to the filmmaker in the documentation she obtained
from the Secretary of Labor, yet was not included.
The film falsely suggests that SeaWorld “blamed” Ms. Brancheau for her death. We have never done that. She was our colleague and
we mourn her loss to this day. The film, however, does blame Ms. Brancheau, and it accomplishes this through former trainers with
little or no relevant experience. These trainers were not present on the day she died, and callously presume to critique her interaction
with Tilikum.
5. To advance both its anti-captivity narrative and its false theories surrounding Ms. Brancheau’s death, the film falsely
suggests that Tilikum had become psychotic and aggressive:
The film blatantly mischaracterizes the events that led to the death of trainer Keltie Byrne at SeaLand of the Pacific, a park that was
never owned or operated by SeaWorld. Tilikum was one of three whales in the sea pen at the time Ms. Byrne drowned, and the jury in
the Coroner’s Inquest (the Canadian investigation of the incident), which considered the testimony of 19 witnesses, did not identify any
one of the three whales as the leader in the incident. Nevertheless, the film claims that Tilikum was the instigator, relying upon an
interview given by two local residents. Another key fact never disclosed in the film: David Duffus, who is featured in the film
numerous times as an “expert”, was the foreman of this very same Coroner’s Jury that investigated the SeaLand
incident. Mr. Duffus testified that it was inconclusive that Tilikum was primarily responsible for the death of Ms.
Byrne. The film similarly trades in fictional theories about the circumstances surrounding the death of Daniel Dukes, an intruder who
broke into the back area of Shamu Stadium after hours and jumped into Tilikum’s pool. The film claims there was a “public relations
version” of the death and that Mr. Dukes’ death was somehow caused by an act of aggression by Tilikum. A review of the official
Sherriff’s report reveals that virtually nothing said in the film about our conduct that day is true. In fact, Naomi Rose, Ph.D., an
outspoken critic of SeaWorld who actually appears in the credits to Blackfish, was quoted after the incident as saying “since the body
was found on Tilikum’s back, it’s unlikely the whale was behaving aggressively…….The whale was probably playing with the man
and continued to play with the body af ter the man died.”
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What clearly is supported by the facts is that prior to Ms. Brancheau’s accident in 2010, Tilikum had engaged in numerous interactions
with trainers and veterinarians safely and without incident over a period of 18 years. Tilikum remains at SeaWorld, where he
cooperates with trainers, socializes with other killer whales and our guests.
6. The film falsely suggests that important facts about Tilikum were concealed from his trainers and that SeaWorld is
indifferent to trainer safety:
SeaWorld was aware of Keltie Byrne’s death when it acquired Tilikum. We adopted special precautionary protocols regarding work
with Tilikum, including prohibition of performance in-water work. These protocols were impressed upon all trainers who worked with
Tilikum, yet the film falsely implies that important safety information about Tilikum and his background were withheld. This is untrue.
Nothing was ever concealed from Tilikum’s trainers. During the OSHA trial surrounding Ms. Brancheau’s accident, SeaWorld
provided more than 35 hours of testimony concerning our killer whale program and topics such as our detailed safety protocols and
how they are communicated to our trainers. All of this testimony was in the possession of the filmmakers, but ignored by the film.
The film misrepresents, through the use of footage four decades old, that SeaWorld takes a cavalier approach to safety and
qualifications of its trainers. This is completely untrue. The path to becoming a killer whale trainer is rigorous and lengthy: It takes
years to be qualified to work with killer whales. The film ignores all the steps and protocols trainers must take in order to be promoted
through the ranks.
In addition to our written safety protocols and extensive training processes, we have invested tens of millions of dollars in state-of-the
art improvements, including lifting floors, underwater cameras, and other both passive and active devices, all of which are tied together
in our Emergency Response Program.
Conclusion
All of the falsehoods and misleading techniques in Blackfish are employed in the service of the film’s obvious bias, one that is best
revealed near the end of Blackfish by a neuroscientist with no known expertise in killer whales. She claims that all killer whales in
captivity are “emotionally destroyed,” and “ticking time bombs.” These are not the words of science, and indeed, there is not a shred of
scientific support for them. Rather, they are the words of animal rights activists whose agenda the film’s many falsehoods were
designed to advance. They reveal “Blackfish” not as an objective documentary, but as propaganda.
Truth About Blackfish | SeaWorld Parks & Entertainment
http://seaworldparks.com/en/corporatesites/truth/home/truth-about-blackfi...
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Attachment 4: Blackfish’s Response to SeaWorld’s Rebuttal

Consistently, throughout the world promotional tour for Blackfish (http://blackfishmovie.com/), director
Gabriela Cowperthwaite always affirmed that during filming and production she repeatedly requested
interviews with SeaWorld officials and was flatly declined. As any good documentarian, she wanted a
balanced view to present audiences, but SeaWorld was not moved to be part of the film - whatsoever.
And during the long and eventful campaign for Blackfish, despite screenings at festivals all around the
world - from Sundance to Sheffield to Moscow - SeaWorld has remained silent but for one short
announcement very early on where they dismissed the film based on a: "very preliminary review", since
then the company has not responded to any of the press or public.
Until now.
SeaWorld's Vice President of Communications, Fred Jacobs, in reaction to the impending release in the
USA and UK (http://blackfishmovie.com/screenings), directly emailed about 50 high profile film
reviewers in the US rebutting various points in the film. Mr Jacobs took examples of allegations in the
film and responded with what the company consider as corrections. Find the assertions and responses
below:
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SeaWorld Assertion 1
The insinuation that SeaWorld stocks its parks with killer whales captured from the wild. In fact,
SeaWorld hasn’t collected a killer whale from the wild in more than 35 years; more than 80% of the
killer whales at SeaWorld were born there or in other zoological facilities.
Film Response:
It is not transparent to us whether SeaWorld has watched the film carefully. We were very clear in the
film that the majority of whales at SeaWorld parks these days are captive-born. In fact, we have a
graphic showing that many of those captive-born calves are Tilikum's offspring, the whale who has a
proven track record of killing 3 people.
That said, there is a whale called Morgan at a marine park in Spain which houses SeaWorld-owned
whales. Morgan was caught in the wild and was placed in Loro Parque where she will be bred and
perform alongside the other SeaWorld whales.
SeaWorld Assertion 2
The assertion that killer whales in the wild live more than twice as long as those living at SeaWorld.
While research suggests that some wild killer whales can live as long as 60 or 70 years, their average
lifespan is nowhere near that. Nor is it true that killer whales in captivity live only 25 to 35 years.
Because we’ve been studying killer whales at places like SeaWorld for only 40 years or so, we don’t
know what their lifespans might be—though we do know that SeaWorld currently has one killer whale
in her late 40s and a number of others in their late 30s.
Film Response
In the wild, average lifespan is 30 for males, 50 for females. Their estimated maximum life span is 60-70
years for males and 80-90 years for females. In captivity, most orcas die in their teens and 20s and only a
handful have made it past 35.The annual mortality or death rate for orcas is 2.5 times higher in captivity
than it is in the wild. These are not controversial data.
In the film, we depict what seems to be a deliberate attempt by SeaWorld to misrepresent these well
documented data to their visitors.
SeaWorld Assertion 3
The implication that unlike killer whales in the wild, killer whales in zoos or parks—and specifically
Tilikum, the whale involved in Dawn Brancheau’s death—are routinely bullied by other whales. The
word “bullying” is meaningless when applied to the behavior of an animal like a killer whale. Whales live
in a social setting with a dominance hierarchy, both at SeaWorld and in the wild. They express
dominance in a variety of ways, including using their teeth to “rake” other whales, in the open ocean as
well as in parks.
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Film Response
SeaWorld does not show an understanding of basic behavioral biology in this statement. It is true that
social animals like orcas do have dominance hierarchies and they are maintained via behavioral
interactions. The film asserts that in the wild, whales can also flee conflict. Whales at SeaWorld cannot
escape from a negative social interaction and are therefore confronted with conflicts that have proven
to be injurious and even fatal.
Furthermore in the wild, these hierarchies are among family groups and are maintained with minimal
aggression. In the wild, no orca has ever been known to seriously injure or kill another orca, inside or
outside of their social group, in any interaction. Certainly minor injuries occur, and scars may remain
(including nicks in dorsal fins and scratches on saddles), but no serious injury inflicted on one wild orca
by another orca has ever been recorded, when observing live animals or in examining dead ones.
SeaWorld Assertion 4
The accusation that SeaWorld callously breaks up killer whale families. SeaWorld does everything
possible to support the social structures of all marine mammals, including killer whales. It moves killer
whales only when doing so is in the interest of their long-term health and welfare. And despite the
misleading footage in the film, the only time it separates unweaned killer whale calves from their
mothers is when the mothers have rejected them.
Film Response
The calf-mother separations that are mentioned in the film both involve two of the most responsible
and bonded mothers in SeaWorld’s collection, both of whom have had multiple calves taken from them.
The separations are said to be driven primarily by introducing new breeding options to other SeaWorld
parks and by fulfilling entertainment and other husbandry needs.
We are surprised that SeaWorld has brought up calf rejection, an issue the film does not address and a
phenomenon that is extremely rare in wild orcas. In the wild, females generally have their first calf
around 13-16 years of age. Because SeaWorld has bred their females as early as 5-6 years of age, these
females have not learned proper social behavior, they have not learned how to mother a calf, and may
ultimately reject and injure their calves.
SeaWorld Assertion 5
The accusation that SeaWorld mistreats its killer whales with punishment-based training that’s designed
to force them to learn unnatural behaviors. SeaWorld has never used punishment-based training on any
of its animals, including Tilikum, only positive reinforcement. And the behaviors it reinforces are always
within the killer whale’s natural range of behaviors.
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Film Response
Again, we are unsure whether SeaWorld has undertaken a careful review of Blackfish. The film never
depicts SeaWorld as using punishment. We are confident the trainers would not acquiesce to such overt
tactics. Yet although these accounts are not depicted in the film, multiple trainers are aware of incidents
where animals may be fed substandard amounts of fish before VIP shows to encourage their
cooperation or where a male killer whale might be put in with a group of whales who have been
previously aggressive with him in order to encourage complicit behavior.
We find the claim that SeaWorld killer whales perform behaviors “within the killer whale’s natural range
of behaviors,” to be false. Wild killer whales are never observed performing front flips or vertical jumps
to touch objects, neither have they been observed to spin 360 degrees on land. A killer whale supporting
a human who rides, "surfs", or leaps from the animal's rostrum does not fall within a wild killer whale’s
repertoire either. These are unnatural, trained behaviors only observed in marine parks and reinforced
by food.
SeaWorld Assertion 6
The accusation that SeaWorld trainers were not adequately informed about Tilikum. From the time
Tilikum first arrived at SeaWorld, all trainers were warned—both as part of their training and in
writing—that they were not allowed in the water with him. In fact, as was widely reported and covered
at length in the OSHA proceedings, Tilikum has always had his own set of training protocols and only the
most experienced trainers have been allowed to work with him.
Film Response
The film asserts that trainers were not told the details of what happened to Keltie Byrne when Tilikum
arrived at SeaWorld and not told the details of what happened to Daniel Dukes at the time of his death.
The details behind the reason for Tilikum’s training protocols were not adequately explained, and
Tilikum was often characterized as having been “associated” with previous deaths, and was described,
even in the OSHA trials as an animal who “was possessive of objects” that fell into the water. The OSHA
legal counsel had to push SeaWorld to admit that these objects sometimes included humans.
SeaWorld Assertion 7
The accusation that SeaWorld tried to “spin” the story of Dawn Brancheau’s death, changing its story
several times and blaming her for the tragedy. As the movie itself shows, it was local law enforcement—
not SeaWorld—that issued the initial report that Dawn had accidentally fallen into the water.
SeaWorld’s account of what happened—that Tilikum had grabbed Dawn’s ponytail and pulled her in—
never varied. And the company has never blamed Dawn for what happened. (The person in the film
who did was not a SeaWorld spokesperson.)
Film Response
It is our understanding that the local law enforcement representative who claimed Dawn Brancheau
slipped and fell, issued this public statement after he emerged from a private meeting with top
SeaWorld officials. Video documentation exists depicting SeaWorld Animal Training staff standing
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directly behind him as he makes this apparent “misstatement”. We are unclear as to whether SeaWorld
is accusing the Orange County Sheriff’s Office of fabricating this story.
Several SeaWorld trainers to whom we spoke claim that SeaWorld management and senior
management routinely and repeatedly blamed Dawn Brancheau for being too complacent.
Seaworld Assertion 8
The assertion that Tilikum attacked and killed Dawn Brancheau because he was driven crazy by his years
in captivity. Tilikum did not attack Dawn. All evidence indicates that Tilikum became interested in the
novelty of Dawn’s ponytail in his environment and, as a result, he grabbed it and pulled her into the
water.
Film Response
Although eye witness accounts and a video of events just prior to the take-down seem to strongly
contradict the notion that Dawn was pulled in by her ponytail, it is most important to note that
according to SeaWorld’s own Management during courtroom testimony, Tilikum was desensed to
ponytails and therefore did not find them a novelty. The brutal nature of the prolonged, aggressive
attack and the facts in the autopsy strongly suggest that Tilikum’s behavior was anything but novel
curiosity. These facts were internally corroborated by senior level training staff at SeaWorld.
More on this breaking story can be found at:
Outside Online: Taking on SeaWorld: let the voyage begin (http://www.outsideonline.com/outdooradventure/nature/Taking-on-SeaWorld-Let-the-Voyage-Begin.html)
Buisness Week: SeaWorld fights back at the critical documentary
'Blackfish' (http://www.businessweek.com/articles/2013-07-19/seaworld-fights-back-at-the-criticaldocumentary-blackfish)
Salon: Free Willy, for real: SeaWorld has got to go
(http://www.salon.com/2013/07/20/free_willy_for_real_seaworld_has_got_to_go/)
MSN: SeaWorld upset about 'Blackfish' film's portrayal of their orca whale
(http://now.msn.com/blackfish-film- portrayal-of-seaworld-orca-upsets-park-officials)
Jezebel: SeaWorld is scared Blackfish will make you never want to visit again
(http://jezebel.com/seaworld-is-scared-blackfish-will-make-you-never-want-t-831895871)
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New York Times: Seaworld’s unusual retort to a critical documentary
(http://www.nytimes.com/2013/07/19/business/media/seaworlds-unusual-retort-to-a-criticaldocumentary.html?pagewanted=all)
Reuters: 'Blackfish' documentary dives into killer whale captivity
(http://uk.reuters.com/article/2013/07/18/uk- blackfish-idUKBRE96H1BJ20130718)
The Atlantic Wire: SeaWorld is furious about
'Blackfish' (http://www.theatlanticwire.com/entertainment/2013/07/seaworld-afraid-newdocumentary-will- make-you-never-want-visit/67345/)
ABC: Seaworld Denounces Blackfish documentary (http://abcnews.go.com/US/seaworld-calls-blackfishdocumentary-inaccurate-misleading/story?id=19692502)
Indiewire: SeaWorld unleashes 8 assertions About 'Blackfish' and filmmakers respond
(http://www.indiewire.com/article/seaworld-unleashes-8-assertions-about-blackfish-and-filmmakersrespond)
New York Times: SeaWorld Entertainment challenges a documentary about captive Orcas
(http://artsbeat.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/07/14/seaworld-entertainment-challenges-a-documentaryabout- captive-orcas/)
Seattle PI: Seaworld Lashes Back at the film Blackfish
(http://blog.seattlepi.com/candacewhiting/2013/07/13/seaworld-lashes-back-at-the-film-blackfish/)
Blackfish tells the story of Tilikum, a performing killer whale that killed several people while in captivity.
Along the way, director-producer Gabriela Cowperthwaite compiles shocking footage and emotional
interviews to explore the creature’s extraordinary nature, the species’ cruel treatment in captivity, the
lives and losses of the trainers and the pressures brought to bear by the mulit-billion dollar sea-park
industry. This emotionally wrenching, tautly structured story challenges us to consider our relationship
to nature and reveals how little we humans have learned from these highly intelligent and enormously
sentient fellow mammals.
Blackfish will be in released in the US & Canada on July 19th and in UK & Irish cinemas on 26th July. For
more . For more information on the film and screenings, visit blackfishmovie.com
(http://blackfishmovie.com/), and you can also follow the film on Facebook
(https://www.facebook.com/BlackfishTheMovie?fref=ts) and Twitter
(https://twitter.com/blackfishmovie)
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Attachment 5: SeaWorld Tweet and Responses
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