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Humpback whale acoustic ecology and the impacts of
vessel noise on vocal behavior in Glacier Bay

How often do humpback whales vocalize and how
loudly? Do humpback whales communicate differently
when vessels are around?
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Did You Know?

In addition to singing long elaborate songs, hump-

back whales in Southeast Alaska produce at least six-
teen unique vocalizations known as non-song calls or
‘social calls’. Unlike song, which changes every year,

Graduate student Michelle Fournet says good-

humpback .Whales have been producing some of bye to one of the four hydrophones deployed
these calls in Southeast Alaska for decades. this year in Glacier Bay.
Introduction Nearly all visitors to Glacier Bay arrive via motor vessels, yet the impact of the associated engine

noise on humpback whale communication is unknown. Over the past 35 years extensive research
on underwater sound has been conducted in Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve. There is a
high density of acoustically oriented marine mammals in Glacier Bay, including humpback
whales, which rely on sound to communicate, forage, and interact with their environment.
Humpback whales have been the subject of decades of dedicated research in Glacier Bay, result-
ing in a wealth of highly detailed information about individuals and their life histories. In this
study PhD student Michelle Fournet hopes to pair this legacy of acoustic research with what is
known about Glacier Bay’s humpback whales to understand more about how these animals are
using the acoustic environment, and how they may be altering their vocal behavior in the re-
sponse to vessel noise.

Humpback whales produce a wide variety of calls in Southeast Alaska. While the exact function
of each vocalization is unknown, some of these calls are believed to facilitate social interactions
and other may be linked to foraging behavior. What researchers in this study hope to find out is
how loud these calls are, how often individual humpback whales are producing them, and if
humpback whales are adapting their call volume or call rates when vessel noise inundates the
underwater environment.

Additionally, by pairing underwater recordings of humpback whales with land-based visual ob-
servations and photo identification, researchers may be able to glean information into who is
producing these calls and what the potential role of these vocalizations may be. By investigating
the social calls produced underwater, researchers can get a more detailed picture of what role
vocalizations play in humpback whale daily life.

Because vessel traffic in Glacier Bay is regulated, ‘noisy’ periods (periods of comparatively high
vessel noise) are punctuated with periods of relative ‘quiet’ (low vessel noise). The behavior of
the whales in these contrasting states can be compared to investigate how humpback whales
adapt their vocal behavior in response to vessel noise.
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Learn More On the Web:

Glacier Bay Research: http://www.nps.gov/glba/learn/scienceresearch.htm
Humpback whales in Glacier Bay: http://www.nps.gov/glba/learn/nature/seal.htm
ORCAA's Research: http://bioacoustics.oregonstate.edu
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