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Despite efforts to aid recovery, Eastern North Pacific blue whales faces numerous
anthropogenic threats. These include behavioral disturbances and noise interference
with  communication, but also direct physical harm — notably injury and mortality
from ship strikes. Factors leading to ship strikes are poorly understood, with virtually
nothing known about the cues available to blue whales from nearby vessels, behavioral
responses during close encounters, or how these events may contribute to subsequent
responses. At what distance and received levels (RLs) of noise whales respond to
potential collisions is difficult to observe. A unique case study of a close passage
between a commercial vessel and a blue whale off Southern California is presented
here. This whale was being closely monitored as part of another experiment after two
suction-cup archival tags providing acoustic, depth, kinematic, and location data were
attached to the whale. The calibrated, high-resolution data provided an opportunity to
examine the sensory information available to the whale and its response during the close
encounter. Complementary data streams from the whale and ship enabled a precise
calculation of the distance and acoustic cues recorded on the tag when the whale
initiated a behavioral response and shortly after at the closest point of approach (CPA).
Immediately before the CPA, the whale aborted its ascent and remained at a depth
sufficient to avoid being struck for ~3 min until the ship passed. In this encounter, the
whale may have responded to a combination of cues associated with the close proximity
of the vessel to avoid a collision. Long-term photo-identification records indicate that
this whale has a long sighting history in the region, with evidence of previous ship
encounters. Therefore, experiential factors may have facilitated the avoidance of a
collision. In some instances these factors may not be available, which may make some
blue whales particularly susceptible to deadly collisions, rendering efforts for ship-strike
reduction even more challenging. The fine-scale information made available by the
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integration of these methods and technologies demonstrates the capacity for detailed
behavioral studies of blue whales and other highly mobile marine megafauna, which will
contribute to more informed evaluation and mitigation strategies.

Keywords: ship strike, blue whale, near collision, active avoidance, behavioral response, perceptual cues

INTRODUCTION

Like most baleen whales, blue whales (Balaenoptera musculus)
were greatly depleted by commercial whaling (Monnahan et al.,
2014). Abundance estimates from mark-recapture data suggest
no evidence of an increase in this population since the early 1990s
(Calambokidis, 2013), with the population currently estimated
at 1,647 individuals. With pre-whaling abundance estimates
modeled at between 1,823 and 3,721 individuals, this has led
some to the conclusion that blue whales had returned to carrying
capacity (Monnahan et al., 2014). However, the coastal habitats
where blue whales feed on euphausiid aggregations (Rice, 1974;
Croll et al,, 1998; Fiedler et al., 1998; Calambokidis et al., 2009,
2015) overlap with human activities. As a result, these whales are
vulnerable to many anthropogenic threats, including ship strikes.

Ship-strikes off California have resulted in the death of at least
nine blue whales from 2007 to 2011 (Berman-Kowalewski et al.,
2010; Carretta et al., 2013), though this is an underestimate of the
true number due to the small proportion of large whale mortality
that is documented (Heyning and Dahlheim, 1990; Kraus et al.,
2005; Williams et al., 2011). A recent model estimated a true
mortality of 18 blue whales per year off the United States West
Coast (Rockwood et al., 2017). That is nearly eight times greater
than the potential biological removal limit (Carretta et al., 2011),
defined under the United States Marine Mammal Protection
Act of 1972 as the maximum number of animals, not including
natural mortalities, that may be removed while allowing that
stock to reach or maintain its optimum sustainable population.
The factors leading to a ship strike are poorly understood,
difficult to predict, and subsequently difficult to prevent. Despite
mitigation efforts, including ship speed limits and adjustments to
the size and location of the major shipping lanes (DeAngelis et al.,
2010; McKenna et al., 2012a; Redfern et al., 2013), ship strikes
continue, and questions remain about the role the behavioral
response of the animal plays in ship-strike risk.

Previous research found that during nine close encounters
with large commercial ships, blue whales did not respond by
moving horizontally, but may have altered their diving behavior.
These dives were only observed when ships were within a few
hundreds of meters of the whales, a range that might not
allow for much avoidance time (McKenna et al., 2015). Their
constrained response time may result from external cues that are
only detectable - or interpreted as a threat — at limited distances,
making them vulnerable to ship strikes. The detectable perceptual
cues (e.g., visual and acoustic) corresponding to the presence
of close-range vessels that provoke these types of avoidance
responses are unknown. It is hypothesized that blue whales use
visual cues to identify prey patches on the surface (Goldbogen
et al., 2013a; Friedlaender et al., 2017) and could conceivably use
vision to identify a large ship. Although whales may be able to

visually detect ships at or below the surface over short ranges
and under ideal ambient light conditions, sound propagates
much further in water than light, likely making sound the
primary sensory cue for whales orienting to their surroundings.
Blue whales are acoustically active animals (Oleson et al., 2007)
and noise from commercial ships directly overlaps with their
vocalization frequency range. These ships emit a significant
amount of low-frequency underwater noise (<1,000 Hz), which
poses additional threats to this endangered population (e.g.,
masking whale communication, increasing stress, and resulting
in habituation to ship presence, potentially limiting avoidance
responses and times) (McKenna et al., 2012b).

A unique incident involving a well-documented close passage
between a large ship and a tagged blue whale arose during
an experimental study of blue whale behavioral response to
military sonar (see: Southall et al., 2019). Fine scale movement
and acoustic data were collected, including estimated distances
between the whale and ship, vessel noise received levels (RLs)
on the tag, and three-dimensional fine-scale kinematic behavioral
response. We use this unique event to gain insights into the
various perceptual cues that may be used by whales to avoid ships,
and to evaluate implications for ship strike risk.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Data Collection

On September 13, 2014, a blue whale was dual tagged with a
TDRI10 tag (Wildlife Computers, Redmond, WA, United States)
and a digital acoustic recording tag (DTAG-3; Woods Hole
Oceanographic Institution, Woods Hole, MA, United States;
Johnson and Tyack, 2003), in the Santa Barbara Channel (SBC)
(33.66°N, 118.30°W). Both tags were simultaneously attached
via suction cups in a single tagging approach at 0848 (local
time henceforth). The animal was tagged as part of ongoing
studies of whale behavior in shipping lanes (McKenna et al.,
2015) and the Southern California Behavioral Response Study
(SOCAL-BRS), a multi-year study of the response of different
cetaceans to exposure of Navy sonar sounds conducted in the
Southern California Bight (see Southall et al., 2019). As part of
the SOCAL-BRS experiment, the animal was exposed to a 30-min
experiment involving simulated mid-frequency (3-4 kHz) active
sonar (MFAS), which ended 62 min prior to the close encounter
with a large commercial ship.

A tagging boat (5.9 m rigid-hull inflatable boat; RHIB) was
used to deploy the tags with a ~5-m carbon fiber pole. The
whale exhibited no visible reaction during tagging and resumed
the behavior observed prior to tagging (i.e., consistent traveling).
The animal was photographed and compared with known
individuals in the Cascadia Research photograph identification
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catalog database (Calambokidis et al., 2009, 2015). While a skin
sample was collected via biopsy, the sex of the animal was
identified as female from a previous biopsy of this individual.
The tagged animal’s positions were recorded during a focal follow
in order to provide georeferenced positions for the pseudotrack
generated from tag data (see section “Distance Calculations”).
In the focal follow two vessels were involved in observing the
tagged whale. The RHIB stayed 100-200 m away until the whale
made its terminal dive, then slowly approached the location to
record the exact dive position from the whale’s footprint. A larger
(22 m) vessel remained at distances of 362 to 2,750 m (on
average 500-1,500 m) from the whale when it was at the surface
and provided visual tracking support. Both vessels followed
the methodology developed for the SOCAL-BRS experiment to
ensure the presence of small boats would not impact behavior
(see: Southall et al., 2012, 2016).

The DTAG-3 recorded dual-channel acoustics at a 240-
kHz sampling rate, while pressure, temperature, and a tri-axial
accelerometer and magnetometer were sampled at 250 Hz. The
TDRI10’s pressure sensor recorded at 1 Hz and the FastGPS sensor
took sub-second instantaneous satellite position snapshots when
the tag emerged from the water during surfacings of the whale.
Both tags were deployed with VHF transmitters used for locating
the tagged whale and for tag recovery. The DTAG-3 remained
attached to the animal for 5.7 h while the TDR10 remained
attached for 15 hr. The data from the two tags were synchronized
based on the timestamps.

Kinematic Analysis

The three-axis accelerometer and magnetometer data from the
DTAG-3 were down-sampled to 5 Hz and corrected in MATLAB
(Mathworks, Natick, MA, United States) so the axes aligned with
the “whale frame” using periods of known orientation (Johnson
and Tyack, 2003). Animal orientation (i.e., pitch, roll, and
heading) was calculated using custom-written MATLAB scripts
(Johnson and Tyack, 2003; Cade et al., 2016). Animal speed
was determined from the root-mean-square (RMS) amplitude
of flow noise from tag acoustics (Goldbogen et al., 2006; Simon
et al., 2009). Lunges indicative of feeding were detected from
the DTAG-3 data using a custom-developed lunge detection
algorithm [similar to Allen et al. (2016)]. Depths recorded by
the TDRI10 pressure sensor were assessed in R (R Core Team,
2019) using the package “diveMove” (Luque, 2007) to determine
the number of dives and maximum depth per dive performed
by the tagged whale. Dives recorded only on the TDR10 were
manually audited for the presence of vertical lunges as a coarse
determination of presumed feeding. Dives were classified as
lunge-feeding or non-lunge feeding based on the presence or
absence of lunges during each dive. This gave us four generalized
behavioral states for each dive.

Distance Calculations

Ship positions from the Automatic Identification System (AIS),
the global ship tracking system used by vessel traffic services,
were obtained for the period when the whale was tagged from
an AIS receiver on Santa Cruz Island (33.995°N, 119.632°W).
Whale surface locations were resolved from satellite position

snapshots for surfacings detected on the TDR10s FastGPS
sensor during which an adequate number of satellites (>4)
were identified. We generated a georeferenced pseudotrack at
1 Hz sampling rate using the depth, pitch, speed, and known
geographic reference points of the tagged animal (GPS positions
from the TDR10 and focal follow positions) (Wilson et al.,
2007). Ship positions were interpolated to 1-s intervals with
the “ST_Line_Interpolate_Point” function in PostGIS assuming
a constant speed and course over ground. The PostGIS
“ST_Distance_Sphere” function was used to calculate horizontal
distances from the tagged whale to every ship present in the AIS
data. Three-dimensional straight-line distances were calculated
as the hypotenuse of the horizontal and vertical distance between
the ship and the whale and rounded to 10-m intervals. Horizontal
distances were calculated as distance between the whale and the
closest point to the ship after accounting for the location of the
AIS transmitter on the ship and orientation relative to the whale.
Vertical distances were calculated as the distance between the
ship’s reported draft and the whale’s depth (determined from the
TDRI10’s pressure sensor).

Acoustic Analysis

The acoustic data from the DTAG-3 were initially viewed as 60-
s spectrograms calculated from 10 Hz to 120 kHz in MATLAB
using Triton, custom-written software (Wiggins, 2003), to
identify ship noise. To extract sound levels from the DTAG-3, the
acoustic data were first decimated to 48 kHz, and the broadband
(0 Hz-48 kHz) RMS received sound pressure levels (dB re 1 p.Pa)
were calculated in 1-s intervals. Additionally, the power spectral
density was calculated at a 1s-resolution and then summed over
1/3-octave band sound pressure levels (dB re 1 pwPa) for bands
with center frequencies ranging from 160 Hz to 20 kHz, using
methods described in Merchant et al. (2015).

Noise generated from water flowing over the tag hydrophone
(flow noise) can contribute to acoustic measurements of actual
noise in the environment at frequencies up to 1 kHz. Flow noise
highly correlates with whale swim speed and fluking (Goldbogen
etal., 2006; Simon et al., 2009) and the noise tends to predominate
at frequencies below 100 Hz (Fletcher et al., 1996). Therefore,
this study excluded 1/3-octave bands below 140 Hz from the
calculations of noise levels associated with the vessel. Flow noise
above 140 Hz, to the extent it was present, was considered to be
a relatively constant element of overall noise and included as part
of the noise level calculations.

Controlled Exposure Experiment

As part of the SOCAL-BRS project, the animal was exposed
to simulated MFAS from 1045 to 1115 PDT (local), during
which a stationary experimental sound source (deployed from the
M/V Truth) was positioned at ranges from ~800 m to >2 km
from the whale. Prior to the controlled exposure experiment
(CEE), prey mapping with a calibrated multi-beam echosounder
occurred from 0910 to 1008 [as in Friedlaender et al. (2016)].
From tag deployment, until the CEE began (117 min), the
animal’s baseline behavior was recorded during focal follow.
After 30 min of MFAS exposure, post-exposure focal follow and
prey mapping began, which ended at 1238. The animal was
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feeding before, during, and after the CEE and while behavioral
changes were identified as a result of the experiment CEEs
(Southall et al., 2019), these were ephemeral in nature. The
animal exhibited typical deep feeding dives for the 62 min-
period following the CEE and prior to the vessel encounter.
The DTAG-3 detached from the whale at 1416 and the TDR10
detached at 2346.

Photograph Identification

Based on the identification of the whale from matches in
Cascadia Researchs catalog and database, the animal was a
known female that had been seen previously 23 times off the
California coast in eight different years beginning in 1987.
Most of the sightings were in the Southern California Bight
in the vicinity of Palos Verdes Peninsula, a region near the
shipping lanes leading to the port of Los Angeles/Long Beach
and near where the animal was tagged in this study. The
animal was also sighted off Pt. Reyes, California, a region near
the northbound shipping lanes leaving San Francisco Bay. The
animal was previously tagged during the 2011 SOCAL-BRS on
August 3, 2011, however the tag remained attached for only
1 hr and therefore no playback experiment occurred. This whale
was also sighted when the tagged whale and another whale
were involved in the capsizing of a 23-foot private vessel off
San Diego on July 2, 2014 (~2 months prior to the encounter
described here), after the boat approached the whales to take
photographs. There were no reports of injury to the whales
following the incident.

RESULTS

The R package “diveMove” detected 118 dives from the TDR10
pressure sensor data (Figure 1). The DTAG-3 pressure sensor
captured the first 33 of these dives. Of the 118 dives detected, 12
were deep lunge-feeding dives, 35 were deep non-lunge feeding

dives, 4 were shallow lunge-feeding dives, and 67 were shallow
non-lunge feeding dives. At the onset of tagging, the whale was
making a series of deep non-lunge feeding dives interspersed
with lunge-feeding dives as she traveled southeast along the
200-m contour line (Figure 1). Two lunge-feeding periods were
identified, one from 0910 to 1057, which occurred during the
CEE and included 1 deep and 3 shallow lunge-feeding dives, and
one from 1613 to 1930, which included 8 deep and 4 shallow
lunge-feeding dives. Sunset occurred at 1854. From 1930, the
onset of civil twilight, until the TDR10 tag detached at 2346,
the dive record suggested a resting bout of 4 h and 15 min
during which the whale stayed shallower than 35 m and no
lunges were detected.

The TDR10 collected 122 resolvable GPS locations. Distance
calculations between the ship and whale tracks revealed three
instances where an underway ship was within 2 km of the
tagged whale. The closest point of approach (CPA) between the
Mokihana, a 263-m container ship traveling at 11.3 knots, and
the tagged whale occurred at a horizontal distance of 93 m
while the whale was at a depth of 67.5 m (Figures 1, 2). The
corrected horizontal distance from the AIS transmitter on the
boat at the starboard side closest to the whale was 77 m and the
corrected vertical distance between the whale and the reported
draft of the ship (10 m) was 57.5 m. The 3D straight-line distance
between the Mokihana and the tagged female blue whale was
approximately 100 m. The other two ships passed at horizontal
distances greater than 1.5 km from the whale and occurred
after the MFAS CEE during the post-exposure focal follow and

prey mapping.

Behavioral Response During CPA With
Mokihana

Prior to the CPA with the Mokihana, the tagged whale
was ascending from a deep non-lunge feeding dive (max
depth = 277.5 m). The whale began to slow its ascent ~90 s before
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FIGURE 1 | (A) Dive record from DTAG-3 data (black) and TDR10 data (purple). Detected lunges are indicated by green circles. Red shading indicates simulated
mid-frequency (3—4 kHz) active sonar playback as part of the SOCAL-BRS CEE. Red line indicates closest CPA with container ship Mokihana. (B) Horizontal tracks
of Mokihana (black) and tagged whale (purple). Green triangles represent start positions for ship and whale. Red shading indicates period of the CEE. Purple triangle
indicates the whale location during the CPA. Red circle indicates end of DTAG-3 recording, white circle indicates conclusion of focal follow, the blue square indicates
sunset, and black square indicates end of TDR10 attachment. Shipping lanes are pink polygons and contour lines are represented in light gray from 50 to 500 m (in

50 m increments), with the 200-m contour in dark gray.
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the CPA. Forty-seconds before the CPA, while the ship was at
an approximate 3D straight line distance (hypotenuse between
the ship and the whale) of 300 m from the whale, the tagged
whale reversed into a descent. Kinematic data from the DTAG-
3 shows a change in pitch, which corresponds to the switch to
descent. The CPA occurred as the whale was at a depth of 57.5 m
from the ship’s draft. By this time the ship was approximately
100 m away from the whale at a 3D straight line distance. The
data also indicate that the whale rolled to the left and changed its
heading quickly at the CPA. The tagged whale resumed its ascent

and surfaced after a ~3-min delay from the previous projected
surfacing time (Figure 2).

Before the close approach of the vessel, the broadband (RMS)
ambient noise was generally ~125-130 dB re 1 pPa (Figures 3, 4).
The overall ambient conditions in this environment were likely
strongly influenced by aggregate vessel noise in the general area,
including the Mokihana. However, as the ship approached, there
was a rapid increase in the acoustic energy at higher frequencies
(>1 kHz) with a typical spectral and temporal pattern associated
with large vessels (McKenna et al., 2012b). The lower frequency
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FIGURE 3 | Spectrogram showing the acoustic signal of the Mokihana during
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indicates the onset of a behavioral response by the whale. The second black
vertical line indicates the CPA with the Mokihana. Spectrogram parameters:
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bands (<1 kHz) exhibited an initial drop, associated with the
cessation of fluking by the whale. These lower frequency bands
then exhibited a rapid increase in levels, with no concurrent

increase in fluking activity. The increase was instead associated
with the passing of the ship within 100 m of the whale. The
broadband sound level at CPA peaked at 135 dB re 1 pPa
compared to ~125 dB re 1 pPa at the last approximate point
with similarly no fluking activity (Figure 4), representing a 10-
dB increase over ambient broadband levels. Higher frequency
(>1 kHz) 1/3-octave levels increased by up to 40 dB over pre-
ship ambient levels. Additionally, as indicated in the noise spectra
(Figure 3) and the broadband RMS RLs (Figure 4), there was a
relatively abrupt change in the received sound levels around the
point at which the whale initiated a change in behavior. There was
a subsequent peak in the noise in all frequencies corresponding
to the CPA of the Mokihana. The 1/3-octave band sound levels
(Figure 4) indicate that the whale initiated a response dive when
higher frequency (>1 kHz) RLs were only a few dB above ambient
levels, just prior to reaching their maximum values. The whale
only resurfaced after the vessel passed and was moving away, at
which point RLs and the prevalence of higher frequency noise
energy from the vessel were decreasing. The broadband RMS
sound levels indicate a second peak after the passage of the
ship, which corresponds to the resumption of fluking (evident
in pitch, Figure 2) as the whale ascends. This peak in acoustic
energy is only evident in the low frequency components of the
1/3-octave band levels, further indicating the second peak in
broadband sound levels is due to increased flow noise associated
with fluking.
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broadband (RMS) measurements (bottom panel) are shown. The upper panel shows the depth of the tagged whale during the same time period. The first red
vertical line indicates the onset of a behavioral response by the whale. The second red vertical line indicates the CPA with the Mokihana.
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DISCUSSION

The unique dataset from this case study provides a detailed
account of the closest documented encounter between a
large commercial vessel and a blue whale. The exact cues
used to facilitate the successful avoidance in this close
encounter case were unknown. However, contemporaneous data
from multiple platforms (i.e., fine-scale kinematic, acoustic,
movement, position, demographic, and long-term sighting
history data) available in this study provided a comprehensive
picture of the interaction, allowing us to explore the potential
visual and acoustic cues available to the whale. It is likely that the
observed behavioral response to the close ship passage resulted
from some integration of these multi-modal indicators of close
presence rather than any single parameter (e.g., maximum RL)
driving the avoidance response.

The observed response behavior of the whale in this study
occurred during an ascent from a deep non-lunge feeding dive
when the whale aborted its ascent to the surface in order to
descend back down to a deeper, and potentially safer depth,
until the ship had passed overhead. There appeared to be no
change in the direction of the whale as it traveled along the
shelf edge perpendicular to the course of the ship. This mirrored
the behavioral response previously described by a blue whale in
McKenna et al. (2015). The whale also performed a 25-degree
left-hand roll as the ship passed overhead.

The focal follow of the whale was a consistent part of the
observation/tracking of this whale and lasted from 0736 (nearly
1 h prior to tagging) through 1436 (with a small number of
follow-up observations through 1756). The only exceptions from
this routine involving other types of approaches were well before
or after the ship close approach and included approaches by the
RHIB to deploy tags at 0848, an approach to conduct a unmanned
aircraft system flight over the whale around 1000 (and ending by
1010), and two approaches to collect biopsy and fecal samples
between 1340 and 1436. No obvious strong reactions were noted
to these approaches (a potential acceleration was noted as a
reaction to the biopsy collection at 1340). There were no sudden
changes or close approaches to the tagged whale immediately
before, during, and after the close approach with the Mokihana,
allowing us to reliably detect changes during close encounters.
Given that these approaches were not within an hour of the ship
close approach and did not elicit a response, we are confident the
specific and unusual observed response documented around the
time of the ship CPA and described here is primarily related to
the encounter with the Mokihana.

The cues whales use to detect the presence of a ship will
likely influence how they respond and the amount of time they
may have to react before a potential collision. Although cetacean
vision is monochromatic, they do have adaptations for better
underwater vision, including large, flattened eyeballs; enlarged
pupils; and a tapetum lucidum, which translates to increased
light intake and clearer images (Dawson, 1980; Mass and Supin,
2007). Deep-diving whales also have higher rhodopsin, a light-
sensitive protein in the rod cells that confer greater sensitivity
toward blue-shifted underwater light (Jacobs, 1993; Southall et al.,
2002; Dungan et al., 2016). This suggests that in a clear ocean,

whales could make use of any available light within the euphotic
zone. In turbid waters, reduced visibility may increase the risk
of ship strike; however, in our study, the Beaufort Sea State was
reported as a 4, and the whale was 67.5 m from the surface.
The whale may have been close enough to the surface to see
the downwelling light blocked by the nearly 300-m cargo ship,
similar to how they would assess prey distribution. Additionally,
rolling 25 degrees, an uncommon response for blue whales near
the surface (Segre et al., 2018), is suggestive of deliberate behavior,
and would enhance panoramic vision (120-130° visual field)
in multiple dimensions (Goldbogen et al., 2013a), allowing the
whale to watch the ship pass overhead. Because cetacean vision
functions in air and water (Supin et al., 2001), this whale also may
have seen the ship approaching when the whale was at the surface.

At the time the whale initiated its response, there was only a
minimal increase in the overall ship noise level above background
levels (as detected on the tag) although there was a rapid increase
in relative levels of high-frequency noise. This indicates that the
whale may have reacted to the these changes in acoustic cues of
the vessel’s proximity soon after they were available. However, the
ship was only audible on the tag above background levels once
it was within extremely close range (~300 m). Additionally, the
main source of noise — the propeller - is located at the stern of
the ship, so at the maximum received sound level, hundreds of
meters of ship had already passed overhead. This suggests that a
whale ahead of a ship may have very little acoustic information to
indicate its approach and therefore only extremely limited time
to initiate an appropriate behavioral response. Several factors
can affect the ability of whales to detect and locate the sounds
of approaching ships, including acoustical shadowing if the
propellers are located shallower than keel depth, masking of ship
noise by ambient sound from other ships, and the Lloyd’s Mirror
Effect whereby refraction of lower frequency sounds from the
surface leads to extreme sound attenuation at shallow depths
(Gerstein et al., 2005).

Additionally, the maximum RMS broadband received sound
levels exceeded pre-ship sound levels by ~10 dB, a value well
below those associated with avoidance and diving behavioral
responses of shallow-diving blue whales to active sonar sounds
(see: Southall et al., 2019). While these have different contexts
than continuous noise associated with vessels, the data are
consistent with the observation that the response was not
necessarily driven by an aversive reaction to a perceived
loud sound. Rather, the increase in ship noise above ambient
conditions, and other factors we were unable to measure (e.g.,
Doppler shifts indicating relative motion), were potentially
integrated with visual information to indicate the close proximity
of the ship to the whale that resulted in the observed response.
However, as background ocean noise levels increase, particularly
driven by greater shipping traffic (Ross, 1993; Andrew et al., 2002;
Chapman and Price, 2011; Southall et al., 2018), it may prove
to be even more difficult for a blue whale to detect acoustic
cues in order to locate and avoid passing ships. If blue whales
are not detecting acoustic cues, or the acoustic cues are below
individual hearing thresholds, they must rely solely on visual
detection, which greatly reduces the range that they can detect
an oncoming ship.
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The whale’s behavioral state at the time of the close encounter
may have played a role in its behavioral response. Lunge feeding
was not detected in the dive recorded by the DTAG-3 during the
CPA. However, lunges were detected in dives before and after the
CPA. The dive occurring during the CPA may have been part
of a larger foraging bout or constituted traveling in search of a
new prey patch. Behavioral state has been shown to influence
the context-dependent behavioral response of tagged blue whales,
including during playback experiments with ship noises and
navy sonar (Goldbogen et al., 2013b; Southall et al., 2018, 2019).
Feeding whales may be distracted (Chatterton, 1926; Horwood,
1981; Watkins, 1986) and thus be less capable of detecting — and,
therefore, avoiding — approaching vessels. They may also ignore
ships in favor of their current behavior (e.g., feeding, socializing,
migrating) or due to habituation (Laist et al., 2001; Nowacek et al.,
2004; Silber et al., 2010).

The avoidance of a collision between the tagged whale and
large vessel may not have been solely due to the animal’s behavior.
Specifically, the ship’s speed may have played a role by giving
the whale enough time to respond. At the time of the close
passage and onset of the observed behavioral response by the
whale, the ship was going 11.3 knots. This ship had recently left
the Precautionary Area of the SBC Traffic Separation Scheme.
Matson, Inc., which owns the Mokihana, was participating in
a vessel speed reduction trial incentive program, which aimed
to slow ships in the SBC from 14-18 knots to 12 knots. In
addition to reducing air pollution, slowing ships to 12 knots
has been shown to greatly reduce the chances of a lethal ship
strike (Vanderlaan and Taggart, 2007; Gende et al., 2011; Wiley
et al., 2011; Conn and Silber, 2013; McKenna et al., 2015). The
Mokihana had not yet picked up speed, which may have allowed
the additional reaction time for the animal to arrest its ascent
and avoid a potential collision. The behavioral action may not
have been as effective if the vessel was traveling at greater speeds
(McKenna et al., 2015), and the whale could have been struck
at the surface or gotten close enough to the ship’s draft that the
propeller suction effect created by the ship’s hydrodynamic flow
could pull the whale toward the hull (Silber et al., 2010) resulting
in a ship strike.

One of the hypotheses to arise from the research of McKenna
etal. (2015) is that because the evolutionary history of blue whales
did not include threats at the surface, whales have not developed
an effective behavioral response strategy for this surface hazard.
Our study confirms that there are some sensory cues available
to the whale, but only at relatively close ranges (<300 m) and
under certain oceanographic conditions. This may mean that
even experienced individuals cannot always effectively adapt to
the threat of shipping traffic. However, this may be further
compounded by potential habituation to the presence of ships
in important habitats. We know from the long sighting history
of the tagged whale that it spent large amounts of time in
high ship traffic areas, was exposed to military sonar, and was
even involved in the capsizing of a small boat. The whale in
this study was able to make last minute behavioral changes
in response to the ship when it was already extremely close.
However, this response may not be effective in all situations,
making blue whales particularly vulnerable to ship strikes. The

two key data points from our study - distance and acoustic cues
(including RLs and frequency content) — will aid future models
in determining when animals would need to respond to avoid
being hit by a ship.

The combination of the distinct methodologies and
technologies presented in this case study allowed for the
collection of high-resolution behavioral information to examine
a blue whale’s response during a close encounter with a
large vessels. Not only has this filled in gaps in our current
understanding of blue whale exposure to anthropogenic
threats, which will contribute to more informed evaluation
and mitigation strategies, but this study provides an example
of how multiple methodologies can be combined to conduct
behavioral studies in other highly mobile marine megafauna.
Future work will examine close encounters from multiple whales
to determine if certain contextual factors lead to a higher rate of
behavioral response. This information can be used by managers
to reduce the risk of exposure to ships or increase the chances of
a successful evasion during a ship encounter.
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