
 
 

World Animal Protection ‘influencer’ cruises for 

aquatic life off Dana Point  
Nicole Williams English tells her 2.5 million social media followers 

why 'wild' is better than 'captive.' 
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Recently, some folks from World Animal Protection —  a group that urges people to 

enjoy wildlife in natural habitats — visited Dana Point to catch a glimpse of the magnificent sea 
life that pass through Pacific Ocean waters off its shoreline. 

Dana Point, recently trademarked as the Dolphin and Whale Watching Capital of the 
World and designated North America’s only Whale Heritage Site by the United Kingdom-based 
World Cetacean Alliance, is known for its routinely spectacular display of dolphins, whales, sea 
lions, sea turtles, sea otters and the occasional endangered Guadalupe fur seal. 

Dana Point was recognized as a spot where cetaceans – the scientific name for whales, 
dolphins, and porpoises – are embraced in the local culture, economics, politics, and social 
fabric of the community. The accreditation also notes that the seaside town is known as a place 
where people and cetaceans coexist respectfully.   

Two charters — Dana Wharf Sportfishing and Whale Watching and Capt. Dave’s 
Dolphin and Whale Safari — offer multiple daily trips from Dana Point harbor, almost always 

spotting wildlife in the ocean. And it’s a virtual 
guarantee that the tour boats will encounter large 
flocks of pelicans on the harbor’s rock jetty, as well as 
healthy and plump sea lions swimming through the 
harbor water, resting on docks (especially near the 
Orange County Sheriff’s Harbor Patrol station) or 
sunning on a red buoy just outside the breakwater. 

“We have a huge success rate,” said Donna 
Kalez, who operates the Dana Wharf charter. Kalez 
and Gisele Anderson, who runs the Capt. Dave’s 
charter, are responsible for securing the city’s new 

trademark and getting the heritage site destination. Kalez’ father, Don Hansen, who started the 
Dana Wharf Sportfishing and Whale Watching in the harbor in 1971, also boosted the legacy. 
Hansen is known as the father of whale watching in Orange County and recently was 
posthumously honored with a plaza designation at the harbor. “We never go a whole day 
without seeing something,” Kalez said. 

A wide range of whales — gray, blue, fin, minke, humpback, false killer, pilot, sperm and 
Bryde’s — have called this area home or traveled through. There also are vast pods of common 
dolphin, and this summer there have been bottlenose and Risso’s dolphin as well. Orcas also 
are an occasional treat, often seen in the fall when the ocean can be glassy smooth. 

Both charters have their resident favorites, like Patches, a black and white speckled 
offshore bottlenose dolphin. Patches and his crew (typically about 50 other dolphins) has been 
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spotted on and off Southern California coastlines since 2006, when he was discovered by the 
late local naturalist Mark Tyson. There are others regulars, like Kinko and Delta, both of whom 
are blue whales, and humpbacks named Twitch, Top Gun Fricka, Frankie and Chief. Each has 
been named because of some distinguishing feature or behavior. 

 
Natural influence 

There was no shortage of animals to see when officials from World Animal Protection 
recently toured the local waters aboard Capt. Dave’s boat Lily. One of the World Animal 
Protection tourists was the group’s new ambassador, Nicole Williams English, an influencer who 
uses the name “Justtnic” on Instagram and has 2.5 million followers on all her social media 
platforms. 

They hoped that English would show her followers the Dana Point experience in real-
time and tell them why getting on a boat to check out the animals is the perfect alternative to 
viewing them in captivity. The organization also hopes the present generation of whales and 
dolphins will be the last used for entertainment at theme parks and aquariums. 

As the Lily headed out of the harbor last week, a pelican flew across the bow, as if on 
queue. Then, even before the boat was past the jetty, a large sea lion swam by.  On the red 
buoy, a bevy of sea lions stretched out in the sun, and it wasn’t long before Capt. Neal Radia 
found a pod of frolicking common dolphins that put on a show, playing in the catamaran’s wake 
and at its bow. “Oh, they’re just so cute,” English screamed, beaming as the first few showed up 
near the point on the bow where she was perched. “Oh, it’s amazing!” 

 
An ambassador 

English, 38, a model and fashion 
designer who lives in Los Angeles but is 
originally from Toronto, Canada — 
where she grew up with lots of wildlife 
just outside her doorstep — excitedly 
captured video to share with her 
followers. It was her first-time whale and 
dolphin watching. 
“It’s just amazing to see them in their 
normal habitat,” she said as the animals 
frolicked just a few feet below, nearly 

colliding in the process. “Seeing all these dolphins together in such a big group of friends brings 
tears to my eyes. Why watch them in captivity? Their space here just goes on forever. It makes 
you sad about animals in captivity; how do they survive something like that?” 

English is amped about representing World Animal Protection, calling it a perfect fit. An 
avid animal lover, she said she’s promoted dog welfare on her platform for years. 
“I’m excited to share this experience with all my followers and show them the difference,” she 
said, referring to wild and captive animals. “The dolphins were literally doing tricks for us on their 
own. My goal is to show how fun it is seeing animals in the wild.” 

English’s authentic experience — and sharing it —  is just what tourists want now, said 
John Ehlenfeldt, executive director of Visit Dana Point. 

And he believes that what English was doing will help bring even more notoriety to the 
town and the harbor, which is undergoing a $400-million renovation expected to make it a key 
tourism destination in Orange County. While the recent dolphin and whale trademarking and the 
whale heritage site destination have generated even new interest in Dana Point, Ehlenfeldt said 
the competition for tourists throughout Southern California — where options include theme 
parks and zoos and other coastal destinations — remains fierce. 
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Wild wildlife helps city 

“This really sets Dana Point apart,” Ehlenfeldt said, referring to the animal watching 
scene out of the harbor. “It’s not just the registered trademark and the site destination. The 
Pacific Ocean has some of the deepest waters along the Western U.S. here, so depending on 
the time of year, different species will stop off and stay here because colder waters allow 
nutrients to rise and provides an extra food source.” 

Dana Point is home to the Festival of Whales (founded by Hansen) which celebrates the 
migration of gray whales that travel from rich feeding grounds in the Bering Sea off Alaska to the 
warm lagoons of Baja, Mexico, where they give birth to their calves. The festival and the 
community — with multiple events, including lectures from marine mammal expert — embrace 
the springtime tradition. Each year tens of thousands of people from throughout Southern 
California and beyond make their migration to Dana Point for the festivities. 

“It’s important for a destination that draws and attracts tourists to have a sustainability 
component,” Ehlenfeldt said. “This is one of them. You’re seeing them in their natural habitat, 
and they haven’t been trained to leap and play. That all happens in nature. And I like to call that 
an authentic experience.” 

“That’s why influencers have become common as motivating entities,” he added. “They 
are sharing their authentic experience with their audience. You see that and say, ‘I want to be 
that person.’ Many slick brochures are beautiful, but you don’t know if they’re real. Whereas a 
video of a jumping dolphin gives you this moment where you’re one with nature and the 
experience.” 

Dana Point city officials are also on board with promoting the town as a place to enjoy 
wildlife. “It’s an economic engine for the city, and it employs many people,” Ehlenfeldt said. “If 
this sort of tourism went away tomorrow, you’d have one in five restaurants close because there 
would not be enough patrons to have it stay open. It also benefits the residents because this 
way they get a higher quality of culinary options.” 

The Ritz Carlton Laguna Niguel and the Waldorf Astoria Monarch Beach are five-star 
resorts with celebrity chefs. Often these hotels create entire travel packages for high end 
customers, including dolphin and whale watching tours, Ehlenfeldt said.  A third Dana Point 
resort, the Laguna Cliffs Marriott, recently hired a celebrity chef for its new Outer Reef 
Restaurant. 

In many cases, Ehlenfeldt has seen tourists make Dana Point their base camp and do 
day trips from there to nearby towns, or to San Diego and Los Angeles. Dana Point is right in 
the middle between the two larger metropolitan areas. “Everyone can find their authentic self 
here,” he said. 

Visit Dana Point also makes familiarization trips where they invite meeting planners to 
experience all the town has to offer for some of the large conferences. In those cases, a trip to 
the ocean is always high on the list. In the last two years since the designations, Ehlenfeldt said, 
he’s seen tourism increase at the town’s hotels and restaurants. 

And both Kalez and Anderson have seen greater interest in wildlife tours on the ocean. 
To enhance these trips, both charters have experienced naturalists aboard. 

“We believe the education, awareness and conservation are all important components of 
enabling our guests to experience a connection with animals,” said Anderson, who added that 
she was happy to get her catamaran out for officials from the nonprofit group. 

Among those representing the nonprofit aboard the Lily was Lindsay Oliver, the group’s 
executive director. Back on land, Oliver reflected on the trip and what a place like Dana Point 
might mean for the group’s advocacy. “It’s an incredible thing for the U.S. and Dana Point to 
achieve,” she said about the city’s dual recognitions. “The amount of dolphins we just saw, 
speaks for itself,” she added. “To see animals in their own habitat is such a powerful 
experience.” 
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