
PUBLIC PROCESSMortality of whales due to vessel collision is likely 
underestimated and under-documented because:

Many carcasses sink after death; •	
Carcasses may drift offshore or be carried offshore   •	

  by outbound ships;     
Whales may wash ashore in remote areas where they  •	

 may go unreported.  
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Of Ships and Whales: Reducing the Impacts of Shipping
on Endangered Whales off the California Coast

Sanctuary staff 
monitor whale 

sightings in and 
around a voluntary 
speed reduction 
Whale Advisory 
Zone (WAZ) in the 
Channel Islands 
National Marine 
Sanctuary region. 
The WAZ spans from 
Point Conception 
to Point Dume, and 
includes the Traffic 
Separation Scheme. 
Information on 
presence, movement 
and general distribution patterns of whales is shared with mariners, NOAA National Marine Fisheries 
Service, U.S. Coast Guard, California Department of Fish and Game, the Santa Barbara Museum of Natural 
History, the Marine Exchange of Southern California and whale scientists.

BACKGROUND

Commercial	vessel	traffic	along	the	coast	of	California	may	
negatively impact large whales, both through chronic 

exposure to engine and propeller noise, and the increased risk of 
ship strike.  Between 1988 and 2006, 17 blue whale vessel collision 
strandings or deaths were reported in California, averaging one 
or two per year.  From September 8-19, 2007, four stranded blue 
whales,	killed	by	verified	or	likely	ship	strike,	were	reported	to	
the California Marine Mammal Stranding Network in the Santa 
Barbara region. This constituted a National Marine Fisheries 
Service (NMFS)  Unusual Mortality Event.  In the summer and 
fall	of	2010,	five	whales	(endangered	humpback,	blue	and	fin)	
were	killed	by	verified	or	likely	ship	strike	off	the	central	coast	
of California.

Sanctuaries worked with the U.S. Coast Guard (USCG) 
on a Port Access Route Study to potentially adjust 

shipping lanes heading into San Francisco Bay. As a result 
of this collaboration, the USCG has proposed an option of 
mutual	benefit	to	safe	navigation	and	marine	life	in	the	area.	

SPATIAL PLANNING PARTNERSHIPS

BACKGROUND

RESEARCH AND MONITORING

Channel Islands National 
Marine Sanctuary has been 

conducting aerial monitoring  of 
vessel and whale distribution with 
partners since 1988 through the 
Sanctuary Aerial Monitoring and 
Spatial Analysis Program. 

Whale sightings are also 
reported by the Channel 

Islands Naturalist Corps volunteers 
aboard local whale watch and tour 
operator vessels. 

The central California sanctuaries, 
in partnership with PRBO 

Conservation Science, conduct 
ship-board monitoring of vessel 
and whale distribution through 
the Applied California Current 
Ecosystem Studies program.

MANAGEMENT TOOLBOX

The Advisory Councils of the central California sanctuaries 
have formed a Joint Working Group on Vessel Strikes and 

Acoustic Impacts. Members represent research and conservation 
communities, maritime industry, the USCG and the National 
Marine Fisheries Service. Their goal is to reach consensus 
on a suite of recommendations to sanctuary management. 


