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Stellwagen Bank sits roughly six miles off the tip of Provincetown — close enough that on a clear morning you can
watch whale watch boats disappear over the horizon from MacMillan Wharf. What you cannot see from shore is the
reason everything congregates there: a shallow glacial plateau, just 65 to 120 feet deep at its crest, that forces cold,
nutrient-dense water up from the depths and triggers one of the most productive feeding cycles in the western
Atlantic. When a humpback whale launches its 40-ton body clear of the water in front of a boatload of passengers,
this is the underwater mechanism that made it possible.

The sanctuary was designated in 1992 and covers 842 square miles, stretching from the Provincetown tip northeast
toward Cape Ann and Gloucester. It is managed by NOAA’s Office of National Marine Sanctuaries and remains one
of the most studied marine ecosystems on the East Coast.

What Makes the Bank Work: The Ecology in Plain Terms
The Glacial Foundation
Stellwagen Bank is a terminal moraine — debris left behind when the last glacier retreated roughly 18,000 years ago.
The result is a sandy, relatively shallow plateau surrounded by much deeper water (the Stellwagen Basin drops to
around 600 feet to the south). That bathymetric contrast is the engine. Warm, less-nutrient-rich surface water flows
in from the south and gets deflected upward when it hits the bank’s sloped edges. Below it, cold bottom water rises
to fill the gap. That upwelling carries dissolved nutrients — nitrogen, phosphorus — into the sunlit zone where
phytoplankton can use them.

In spring and early summer, those phytoplankton blooms are dense enough to be visible from satellites. Copepods
and tiny crustaceans feed on them. Small forage fish — primarily sand lance (Ammodytes americanus) — feed on
the copepods and burrow into the sandy substrate to rest. Sand lance are the linchpin of the entire food web. Every
apex predator on the bank — humpback whales, fin whales, Atlantic bluefin tuna, blue sharks, northern gannets — is
ultimately eating something that eats sand lance.

The Food Web from Bottom to Surface
Phytoplankton and zooplankton: the base layer, densest April through July

Sand lance and Atlantic herring: the critical forage species; sand lance in particular school in massive
concentrations just above the bank floor

Atlantic mackerel: a mid-tier predator that also aggregates in large schools

Humpback and fin whales: the flagship species, feeding on sand lance and herring through lunge feeding
and, in the case of humpbacks, elaborate bubble-net feeding

Bluefin tuna: Atlantic giants that follow the herring schools; the bank has historically been one of the premier
bluefin grounds in the world

Seabirds: northern gannet, greater shearwater, Cory’s shearwater, Wilson’s storm petrel, and phalaropes work
the same water as the whales — often a reliable sign that something is feeding below

The Whales: Species Guide for Visitors
Humpback Whales (Megaptera novaeangliae)



Humpbacks are the species most visitors come to see, and Stellwagen delivers. These whales return to the same
feeding grounds year after year, and researchers at the Center for Coastal Studies in Provincetown have been photo-
identifying individuals since the 1970s using unique markings on the underside of the fluke (tail). Salt, one of the
most famous humpbacks in the world, was first documented here in 1976 and was still producing calves in recent
decades — her lineage now extends to grandchildren and great-grandchildren regularly seen in the sanctuary.

Humpbacks are acrobatic and active at the surface: breaching (full body launches), pec-slapping, lunge feeding
where they accelerate through bait balls with their mouths open, and cooperative bubble-net feeding where groups
corral fish using underwater curtains of rising bubbles before surging up through the center. This last behavior is
rare among whale species and Stellwagen is one of the best places in the world to witness it.

Fin Whales (Balaenoptera physalus)
The second-largest animal on Earth — after only the blue whale — fin whales are fast, deep-diving, and
asymmetrically colored (the right lower jaw is white; the left is dark). They feed in a distinctive side-roll pattern. Less
showy than humpbacks but impressive given their scale: up to 85 feet long.

North Atlantic Right Whales (Eubalaena glacialis)
Fewer than 370 of these whales remain alive. They are critically endangered, and Stellwagen Bank is within their
historical migration corridor. Right whales are present mainly in late winter and spring as they transit between
southern calving grounds off Georgia and Florida and northern feeding grounds in the Gulf of Maine and Bay of
Fundy. They feed on copepods, skimming slowly through dense patches with their mouths agape.

NOAA has dynamic management zones that restrict vessel speeds and fishing gear deployment when right whales
are detected nearby. Whale watch operators are required to follow approach protocols that keep the vessel at least
500 feet from right whales — but the animals occasionally approach boats on their own terms.

Minke Whales (Balaenoptera acutorostrata)
The smallest baleen whale commonly seen on the bank. Fast-moving and less predictable at the surface, but
frequently present. Identified by the distinctive white band on each pectoral flipper.

Historical Shipwrecks: The Other Sanctuary Resource
The 842-square-mile sanctuary contains more than 100 documented shipwrecks, including some of the most
historically significant maritime losses in New England. The most famous is the SS Portland, a sidewheel
passenger steamer that went down in the Portland Gale of November 26–27, 1898. The storm claimed an estimated
191 passengers and crew — one of the worst maritime disasters in New England history. The wreck was located in
1989 and sits on the bank floor. NOAA has documented it with underwater video and sonar; it is legally protected as
a sanctuary resource and cannot be disturbed.

Other notable wrecks include several 19th-century schooners and early 20th-century vessels. NOAA maintains
archaeological records; some are accessible to technical divers with appropriate certification, though conditions are
demanding.

Getting Out There: Whale Watching from Provincetown
MacMillan Wharf, Provincetown
All commercial whale watch trips depart from MacMillan Wharf at 1 MacMillan Wharf, Provincetown — the
working waterfront at the center of the P-town harbor. Parking in Provincetown in season is real: the two main lots
(the town lot off Lopes Square and the lot near the Chamber of Commerce on MacMillan Wharf Road) fill up by mid-
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morning on summer weekends. Arrive by 8:30am for a morning departure or check whether off-peak departures
have more breathing room. There is also a seasonal ferry from Boston (Bay State Cruise Company) and Plymouth
(Plymouth to Provincetown Ferry) that makes a whale watch day trip feasible without a car.

Dolphin Fleet Whale Watch
The longest-running and most research-integrated operator on the bank. The Dolphin Fleet has partnered with the
Center for Coastal Studies since the 1970s; a CCS naturalist sails on every trip to provide interpretation and collect
research data. Trips run approximately 3.5 to 4 hours. Book ahead for summer departures — boats sell out. Check
current schedules and pricing directly with the operator.

Portuguese Princess Excursions
A second Provincetown-based operator with naturalist-guided whale watch trips. Similar trip lengths and coverage
area. Competition between operators keeps quality high.

What to Bring
Even on a 75-degree summer day, it is cold six miles offshore. Bring a windproof layer — a fleece plus a shell is the
standard. Sea sickness is genuinely common on the bank; swells are frequently 2–4 feet even when the harbor is flat.
Take over-the-counter medication (meclizine/Bonine or dimenhydrinate/Dramamine) at least an hour before
boarding, not after you start feeling ill. Ginger chews and wristbands help some people. Stand amidships and keep
your eyes on the horizon if you feel it coming on.

Binoculars are worth the bag space. A camera with a zoom of at least 200mm equivalent will be useful for flukes and
surfacing shots. Most naturalists will call species and individuals by name over the PA.

Best Time to Go
Peak season: June through September — humpbacks are reliably present and actively feeding, and trips run
multiple times daily from Provincetown.

June and July offer the densest whale concentrations. This is when bubble-net feeding is most frequently
observed; the sand lance and herring schooling is at its height.

August and September remain excellent. Juvenile humpbacks born in Caribbean waters the previous winter are
now large enough to make the migration and may be learning feeding behaviors alongside their mothers.

April and May are shoulder season for humpbacks but are the best window for North Atlantic right whales,
which transit the area during spring migration. Trips are less frequent and weather is more variable, but experienced
observers consider this a serious whale-watching window.

October — whales are still present but dispersing; trips run on reduced schedules.

Seabird activity peaks August through October when shearwaters, gannets, and storm-petrels are at their most
numerous. If seabirds are your primary interest, August is exceptional.

Why Stellwagen Matters Right Now
The Gulf of Maine is warming faster than approximately 99 percent of the world’s ocean surface — a well-
documented trend with cascading ecological consequences. Sand lance are highly sensitive to water temperature and
are shifting in distribution as the Gulf warms. Humpback whales are following the prey, venturing further north and
into areas without established vessel traffic management. North Atlantic right whales have largely abandoned the



Bay of Fundy and Gulf of Maine feeding grounds they historically used and are now concentrated in the Gulf of St.
Lawrence — outside the protected zones and fishing gear regulations that were designed around their former range.

What happens on Stellwagen Bank in any given summer is increasingly shaped by what happened in the Gulf of
Maine the previous winter and what the water temperature is doing in real time. The sanctuary’s research
infrastructure — NOAA’s acoustic monitoring buoys, the Center for Coastal Studies’ photo-ID database tracking
hundreds of individual whales — provides some of the best long-term data we have on how these species respond to
a warming ocean.

The sanctuary is also relevant to ongoing debates about offshore wind development, commercial fishing gear
modifications for right whale protection, and ship speed regulations. These are active policy conversations, not
settled ones.

Rules and Visitor Etiquette
NOAA regulations govern commercial and recreational activity within the sanctuary boundary:

No extraction of sanctuary resources: no collecting geological samples, taking archaeological objects from
wrecks, or removing any living organisms

Whale approach rules: vessel operators must stay at least 500 feet from all great whales; 1,500 feet from
North Atlantic right whales (and this zone is enforced by aerial and Coast Guard patrols in season)

No feeding wildlife from vessels

Fishing (commercial and recreational) is permitted within the sanctuary under existing state and federal
regulations, but certain gear types face seasonal restrictions in right whale critical habitat zones

Swimming and diving are permitted; touching or chasing wildlife is not

Whale watch operators are required to hold NOAA authorizations and follow additional approach guidelines beyond
the minimums above.

Frequently Asked Questions
How far is Stellwagen Bank from Provincetown? The southern edge of the bank is approximately 6 to 8 miles
north of Provincetown Harbor — roughly a 30-minute boat ride in normal sea conditions. The main whale-feeding
areas on the bank’s crest are commonly reached within 45 minutes of departure.

Is it worth going on a whale watch if I’m prone to seasickness? Yes, with preparation. The Stellwagen
crossing can be choppy — seas of 2 to 4 feet are common even on calm summer days. Take a non-drowsy meclizine
tablet (sold as Bonine) at least one hour before boarding. If you wait until you feel sick, it is too late. Most people
who prepare in advance have no significant issues.

What’s the difference between Stellwagen Bank and the Cape Cod National Seashore? They are entirely
separate designations. The Cape Cod National Seashore is a terrestrial and coastal land designation managed by the
National Park Service, covering 44,000 acres of beach, dune, and upland habitat from Eastham to Provincetown.
Stellwagen Bank is an offshore marine sanctuary managed by NOAA, covering 842 square miles of open ocean. They
are complementary but distinct.

Can I see whales from shore near Provincetown? Rarely and unpredictably. The Race Point area at the
northern tip of the Cape occasionally offers distant sightings during migration, but the bank is offshore — a boat is
the practical way to experience it. The Provincetown waterfront is the staging point, not a viewing location.
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Are whale watch trips guaranteed to see whales? Operators like Dolphin Fleet offer a “whale sighting
guarantee” — if the trip returns without a whale sighting, passengers receive a pass for a return trip. In practice, the
guarantee almost never needs to be invoked between June and September. Sighting rates during peak season are
consistently above 95 percent. The question is not whether you will see whales but how close and how active they
will be.

Plan Your Visit
Stellwagen Bank is the offshore anchor of everything Provincetown does well — you can spend the morning on a
whale watch and the afternoon exploring the Beech Forest Trails or the historic Commercial Street galleries. The
Center for Coastal Studies (5 Holway Avenue, Provincetown) offers programming and research updates that provide
context for what you see on the water.

For whale watch operators, local guides, and everything else on the outer Cape, explore the Cape Cod Certified
directory — field-verified businesses organized by town, so you can plan a full day around what actually makes the
place worth coming back to.

◈  T H I N G S  T O  D O

Make a day of it
Bookable experiences that pair perfectly with this guide. Scan any code to reserve.

BOOK ·  FROM $135

Porgy / Seabass / Blackfish Private 6 Pass Charter
Bounty Hunter Fisheries LLC · Yarmouth

A hand-picked Cape Cod experience to pair with this guide — book direct. Scan to book

BOOK ·  FROM $500/PERSON

Atlantic White Shark Conservancy — Shark Research Cruise
Atlantic White Shark Conservancy · Chatham

A hand-picked Cape Cod experience to pair with this guide — book direct. Scan to book

BOOK ·  FROM $135

Nantucket Shoals Fluke
Bounty Hunter Fisheries LLC · Yarmouth

A hand-picked Cape Cod experience to pair with this guide — book direct. Scan to book

Headed to the Cape with friends? Share this guide.
Every share helps a real local business get found — and keeps Cape Cod guides free. Scan to send it
along.

Explore Cape Cod →
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Cape Cod Certified · capecodcertified.com/guides/stellwagen-bank-marine-sanctuary-guide · Real guides, real local knowledge. Verify
seasonal details before you go.
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This is what being Cape Cod
Certified looks like.
You just read a guide that travelers and locals download, keep, and share. The businesses
inside it were chosen on merit — real vetting, real local knowledge, never pay-to-play.

Own a Cape Cod business? Get Certified and earn your place in guides like this one — in
front of the exact people planning their trip and their spend.

Get Certified → capecodcertified.com/join
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