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Whales & shipping: 
How the ECHO Program is working to reduce the 
impact of vessel traffic on whales in the Salish Sea
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Whales in our waters
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Many at-risk marine mammals species in our shared waters
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Based on Canadian Species at Risk Act.



Known threats to marine mammals

Acoustic Disturbance

Physical Disturbance

Environmental Contaminants

Availability of prey
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Whales & acoustic disturbance

• Whales use sound to find food, 
communicate and navigate

• Vessel noise can disrupt their 
behavior and their ability to 
hear returning echolocation 
clicks – “masking”

• Under SARA, no person shall 
kill, harm, harass, capture or 
take a resident killer whale, 
nor destroy any part of its 
critical habitat

• Acoustic impacts may lead to 
“destruction of critical habitat” 
due to loss of vital habitat 
functions

Whale echolocation
Sound clip: Northern resident killer whale 

masking from passing commercial vessel. 
Credit: Orcalab
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ECHO Program context 

• SRKW critical habitat 
and vessel shipping 
lanes overlap 

• Predicted growth in 
population and vessel 
movements

• Canada Marine Act 
mandate



What? A collaboration with marine 
transportation industries, conservation 
groups, scientists, First Nations and 
Canadian and US governments

When? Convened Nov 2014

Why? To better understand and 
reduce the cumulative impacts of 
commercial vessel activities on at-risk 
whales throughout the southern coast of 
British Columbia

Goal? To develop mitigation measures that 
quantifiably reduce the threats to whales 
as a result of shipping activities

ECHO Program
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Acoustic Technical Committee

Vessel Operators Committee

ECHO Program collaborators
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Federal Government 
Advisory Committee

(bi-annual)

Fisheries and Oceans 
Canada, Environment 

Canada, Transport Canada  

Advisory Working Group
(tri-annual meetings)

Marine transportation industries, 
conservation and environmental 
groups, Aboriginal individuals, 
governments and scientists 

Technical Committee(s)
(when needed)

Academia, consultants, 
government, international 
collaborative organizations

MembersAdvisory groups



ECHO Acoustic Research



What do different vessel types sound like?
ECHO Underwater Listening Station (ULS)

ECHO 
Underwater 

Listening 
Station

Research partners
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What do different vessel types sound like?
ECHO Underwater Listening Station (ULS)

Container ship 
190.5 dB 

Humpback?

Project partners: Ocean Networks Canada, Transport Canada 
and Fisheries and Oceans Canada, JASCO Applied Sciences



Where do different vessel types contribute to noise?
Vessel noise contributors study

Container ships Passenger Ferries

Fishing Recreational Oil Tankers

Tugs Whale watching Government, 
Navy, Research

Other merchant 
vessels Miscellaneous
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Read the full report at www.portvancouver.com/whales






Quiet operating 
options 

What options exist to reduce vessel underwater noise?
Vessel noise reduction option study

Quiet design, 
technology 

and maintenance 
options

EcoAction
incentives

Vessel 
slow 

down trialRead the full report at 
www.portvancouver.com/echo



Vessel slowdown trial: description 

Vessel slowdown trial 
Why: The trial aims to better 
understand the relationship 
between vessel speed, 
underwater noise and potential 
effects on killer whales

Where: ~16 nautical miles 
through critical whale foraging 
habitat in Haro Strait

When: Two (lunar) month trial, 
August 7 - October 6, 2017

What speed: 11 kn through 
the water

11kn
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Vessel slowdown trial: participation

*Pilot reported participation rates. 
AIS validated participation rates are being processed.
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Data Collection & Analysis

• Vessel source level data (deployments 
in shipping lane)

• Ambient noise at Lime Kiln

• Whale presence 
(hydrophone & observations)

Results and Utility

• Speed-sound relationship

• Changes in received and total ambient 
noise

• Refine existing acoustic models

Vessel slowdown trial: data collection & utility



ECHO Program: looking ahead

• Vessel slowdown trial - data 
evaluation to inform next steps

• Evaluate and implement 
voluntary mitigation measures

• Correlations between noise & 
ship characteristics

• Explore real-time notification of 
whale presence

• Year 3 of the Underwater 
Listening station (vessels ranking 
by class)
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Applications for other regional action committees 

• Underwater noise & whales is 
an emerging issue

• Evidence-based solutions

• A collaborative approach to 
build trust and momentum 

• Engage early and often



How you can get involved

Be Whale Wise Guidelines
Whale Alert App 

(Worldwide)
Whale Report App 

(Vancouver 
Aquarium)

Whale Museum 
Hotline

Seasound.org


19.931416





Watch. Read. Share. 

www.portvancouver.com/echo



Thank you for listening! 
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Krista Trounce
ECHO Project Manager 

Vancouver Fraser Port Authority
Krista.Trounce@portvancouver.com

www.portvancouver.com/echo
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