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Historical right whale distribution
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Historical right whale distribution
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Lack of dedicated survey effort in region 
Large potential habitat range
Small population size (n~30 individuals)

Today

NOAA Alaska Fisheries Science Center 
Marine Mammal Lab

Passive Acoustic Monitoring (PAM)
9 stations along Bering Shelf
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~7-30% duty cycle 

2011‐2017

Recorder
~6 m from 

bottom
20 km 
range

hydrophone



Eastern Bering Shelf – Dynamic system

At M2

Stabeno et al. 2017 PlosOne

Stabeno et al. 2016

Sigler et al. 2016



100% manual analysis of slides

Manual Analysis – program SoundChecker

225 s interval
- 3 analysts
- yes/no/maybe
- 7 species of marine mammal 
- 4 Anthropogenic &  

environmental sources

Right whale upcall
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X‐axis = time, y‐axis = frequency (pitch), and color = amplitude (how loud)



Percentage of 225 s intervals with gunshot calls per month for the summer season (July-Oct). 
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Percentage of 225 s intervals with upcalls per month for the summer season (July-Oct). 
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Ladd et al. 2017 Zerbini et al. 2015

Bering shelf bottom water cold pool: 2001-2017
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Right whale 
critical habitat

1 North-South 
re-sight to date

Right whale sightings off 
California and Baja California, 

Mexico have been seen 
between Feb-May

Including 2 right whales 
sightings off California in 2017

Brownell et al. 2001

Aleutian Passes?

Nuka et al. 2014 Kennedy et al. 2012



effort

Wright et al (In Prep)



Current range on eastern Bering Shelf

Courtesy Yulia Ivashchenko, NOAA/ AFSC MML
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North Pacific right whales: 
Current research, recent 
sightings, and status update



Recent dedicated surveys
Last dedicated survey in SE Bering Sea = 2010
Gulf of Alaska IWC POWER cruise 2011‐12



Recent dedicated surveys
GOALSII Survey 2013



Recent dedicated surveys
CLAWS Survey 2015



Current research
• No dedicated survey funding
• Rely on other surveys/platforms



Saildrone



Saildrone 2016

Mordy et al., 2017. 
Oceanography 30 (2): 113‐115

2016 results



Saildrone 2017



Results from 2017 POWER cruise
Acoustic detection
Sighting location



“Phoenix”

• 8 known individuals
• 4 males

• 4 new individuals 
• 3 biopsies collected

• All from unknown sex
• Juvenile! (est. 1.5‐4 yrs)



Recent sightings
2011 Gulf of Alaska



Recent sightings
2012 Gulf of Alaska

Confirmed new individual



Recent sightings

Ford et al. 2016, Marine Biodiversity Records
doi: 10.1186/s41200‐016‐0036‐3

2013 British Columbia June: 1 female, subadult

Oct: 1 indiv, adult
Both confirmed new individuals



Recent extralimital sightings

2017
La Jolla – April 15th Channel Islands – May 5th

Confirmed new individual

Zoarces, Irwin 35 sailboat, 
Skipper: Shelly Johnson



• Currently in MML catalog: 24 definite unique animals
• Only 12 have been re‐sighted (only 5 more than 3x)
• “Star” whale NMML 27 = 8 sightings since 1997
• Low re‐sight rate

• No updated population estimates

Current status



Current status



Upcoming surveys

• Usual opportunistic monitoring
• Spring/fall mooring cruises

• 2018 Saildrone – Chukchi focused
• 2018 POWER cruise
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Historical right whale distribution - May

Smith et al. 2012



Percentage of 225 s intervals with up (lavender) and gunshot calls (gold). 
Black pentagon denotes the right whale critical habitat. 
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