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Aerial sonobuoys:. A tool for increasing detectability of the endangered
North Pacific right whale (Eubalaena japonica) in the southeastern Bering Sea

Brenda K. Rone, Catherine L. Berchok, Phillip J. Clapham
National Marine Mammal Laboratory, Alaska Fisheries Science Center, NOAA Fisheries, 7600 Sand Point Way NE, Seattle, WA, 98115-6349

The North Pacific right whale (Eubal aena japonica) was once abundant and widely distributed throughout the North Pacific Ocean.
Recent estimates of abundance suggest the populationisin theten’s. Littleis known about the distribution, movements, migrations
or habitat use of this population, but the limited existing data suggest that it now occupies a reduced range compared to historical
times. In 2007, the National Marine Mammal Laboratory funded by the Minerals Management Service initiated a multi-year study
of right whales and their habitat to facilitate development of future oil and gas-related mitigation in the North Aleutian Basin |lease
sales area and adjacent waters. |n 2008, passive acoustic monitoring using sonobuoys deployed from the shipboard survey proved
essential to right whale detections. After considering limitations encountered during the aerial survey that year (i.e. limited visibility
and high sea states combined with minimal numbers of right whales), we incorporated sonobuoys into the survey design in 2009
providing a strategy that would maximize visual and acoustic coverage. From 14 July — 25 August, 2009, atotal of 56 sonobuoys

(7 failures) were deployed from an Aero Commander 690A in conjunction with and in place of visual operations. Right whale
gunshot and upsweep calls detected during in-flight observations of the sonobuoy deployments provided real-time information to
both aerial and shipboard operations. Sonobuoy tracking software allowed for accurate localizations of vocalizing animals and led to
visual confirmation on six out of nine days animals were sighted. On two of these days, animals were located in sea conditions
greater than Beaufort 7, conditions typically impossible for visual detections of rare and elusive animals. Resultsfrom the 2009
survey demonstrated that the implementation of sonobuoys increased detectionswith decreased search effort. Increasing the amount
of time both research platforms could dedicate to photo-identification, biopsy, and satellite tagging demonstrates the effectiveness of
sonobuoys as atool for species-directed flights. Other species acoustically detected during this study period were fin whales
(Balaenoptera physalus) on amajority of deployments and the occasional humpback (Megaptera novaeangliae) call.
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Acoustic and Visual Survey Effort for the 2009 Aerial Survey
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< In 2009, there was a reduction in search effort with an increase in time spent
working NPRW's.
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