PROJECT RIGHT WHALE: EVALUATING THE IMPACT OF TOURISM ACTIVITIES ON SOUTHERN RIGHT WHALES

(EUBALAENA AUSTRALIS) IN NORTH PATAGONIA, ARGENTINA
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Project RIGHT WHALE: Evaluating the impact of tourism activities on southern right whales (Eubalaena australis) in North Patagonia, Argentina

FINAL REPORT
Presented by MSc. Els Vermeulen – President Marybio Foundation
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This project was carried out during the months April – December 2009 and was

generously supported by the RUFFORD SMALL GRANTS FOUNDATION.

In this final report, we resume our achievements, results and hopes for the future.
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GRANT RECIPIENT DETAILS
Name: Els Vermeulen

Project Title: Project Right Whale: “Evaluating the impact of tourism activities on

southern right whales (Eubalaena australis) in North Patagonia, Argentina”

RSG reference: Jane Raymond

Reporting Period: 9 months

Amount of grant: ￡ 5,000

Email address: els@marybio.org

Date of this report: 27th of January 2010
ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE PROJECT’S ORIGINAL OBJECTIVES
SCIENTIFIC INVESTIGATION

“To obtain the information needed for the implementation of an urgent and accurate management plan in Northeast Patagonia”
PARTIALLY ACHIEVED
A. RESEARCH EFFORT

An ideal transect model was designed using Distance 5.0, with the help of specialist Dr. Rob Williams. The model was developed using a systematic parallel line transect design (2.5km spacing), resulting in 14 parallel lines perpendicular to the coast (total line length=163km), with a total mean coverage probability (MCP) of 0.76 (figure 1).
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Figure 1: Transect design of the study area Bahia San Antonio

The transect was flown 3 times during the months July-October with a mono-engine CESSNA (figure 2). During the realization of this aerial survey, whales were quantified, group size was determined when possible and as many photo-id pictures as possible were taken.
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Figure 2: Project leader Els Vermeulen with the airplane used for the aerial surveys
Land- and boat based research was carried out between April and December 2009 in the bay of San Antonio, resulting in a total of 238h of research effort. Land-based observations, accounting for 155h of effort, resulted in the documentation of the undisturbed behaviour of 55 whale groups (39h of positive observations). During boat based observations, accounting for 83h of effort, a total of 35 whale groups were approached of which we were able to document accurately their consequent change in behaviour (21h of positive observations). All tracks of the boat based effort were recorded using a GPS Garmin E-Trex, show in figure 3.
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Figure 3: GPS tracks of boat-based observations

Boat-based behavioural observations were made as planned, using a focal animal observation to record an instantaneous point sample of the behavioural state of the focal animal every five minutes before a boat approaches (control, >500m), during a boat approach and/or swimmer interaction (impact, <500m), and after swimmers exited the water and/or the boat left the area (post-impact, >500m).

COMMENT:  
Due to the overall large distance between the impacted whale groups and the 

coast, it resulted impossible to divide observations between an observer from the coast and one on board of the boat. Therefore, it seemed more adequate to have two observers on board at all times.

B. RESEARCH RESULTS

Aerial surveys indicated that on average 55 whales are present in the study area at all times during the period July – October, with a clear peak in September.
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Figure 4: Quantification of whales present in Bahia San Antonio.

Results further indicated that almost half of the observed whale groups were solitary animals (45%), followed by Surface Active Groups (30%) and non-SAGs (17%). Only 8% of the observed whale-groups seemed to be a mother with a calf and 1% could not be classified. These results are consistent with results of previous years, indicating that the study area does not seem to be a calving area, information important when creating conservation strategies.
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Figure 5: Observed group structures of southern right whales in Bahia San Antonio

During aerial surveys, a total of 12 whales could be positively identified. The photo-id pictures created a first identification catalogue for the study area and will be used in the future to determine residency and site-fidelity of the animals. Up to now, whales identified in one aerial survey could not be seen again in the next survey, suggesting that the animals do not remain for long times in the area.
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Figure 6: Examples of photo-id pictures taken from the plane

Data of the reaction of the whales to human approaches were very consisted with the few data obtained in 2008. Data from both whale-seasons were therefore integrated and statistically analysed.

Approached groups (chosen ad random) consisted out of solitary animals (0.52), Surface Active Groups (SAG; 0.32) and non-SAG (0.13). Nevertheless, because of the low amount of data, up to now all behavioural responses were analysed regardless the group composition.

Results indicated that whales continued travelling during an approach, but doubled their time resting after an approach had finished (22% → 40%) and decreased drastically their time socializing or aerially active (21% → 2%) (figure 7).
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Figure 7: Proportion of time spent in each behavioural state before, during and after an interaction in Bahia San Antonio. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals.

Although the probability that a whale remains in a social/aerially active behaviour when affected by anthropogenic approaches decreased notably (-22%) (figure 8), no significant effect could be found up to now (Z-test for 2 proportions, p>0.05), probably due to the small dataset. Nevertheless, the apparent change in SRW social behaviour requires urgently more detailed information to implement conservation strategies regulating adequately the commercial whale-based tourism in the area.
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Figure 8: Difference in transition probability between BI and DI segments
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The first results were accepted to be presented in the next ECS congress as a poster presentation

[image: image15.jpg]Behavioural response of southern vight whales (Eubalaena australis) to
anthropogenic approaches in Bahia de San Antonio, Rio Negro Argentina.
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The behavioural response of southern right whales (SRWs) to human approaches was
studied in Bahia San Antonio, Rio Negro Argentina, to obtain essential information for
the evaluation of a recent authorized whale-based tourism and the implementation of
accurate regulations and conservation measurements.

A total of 50 SRW groups were approached with a zodiac (4.6m: Suzuki 40Hp outboard
motor) during the whale-seasons (June-October) of 2008 and 2009, accounting for a total
of 39h of behavioural observations (8h “undisturbed" and 31h “disturbed behaviour) ‘The
approaches occurred in a slow and controlled way up 1o a munimum distance of 100m. A
focal animal observation (instantancous point sample) was used to record thres mutual
exclusive behavioural states: rest, travel and socializing and/or aerial activity. Groups
(chosen ad random) consisted out of solitary animals (0.52). Surface Active Groups
(SAG: 0.32) and non-SAG (0.13), Nevertheless, because of the low amount of data. up to
now all behavioural responses were analysed regardless the group composition

Results indicated that whales continued travelling during an approach. but doubled their
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Figure 9: Abstract to be presented in the next ECS conference in Stralsund, Germany

EDUCATIONAL PROGRAM
“To improve the capacity of individuals and groups of individuals to take responsible decisions at all levels concerning the conservation and the exploitation of their natural resources”
FULLY ACHIEVED

Thanks to an offer from the private sector and the local government, the opportunity arose for us to create a small interpretation centre concerning marine mammals in Las Grutas, the home-base of our organization. The interpretation centre was located on the second floor of a building with a unique view over the sea!

This way we created the project “Naturaleza a la Vista” or “Nature in Sight”, a project that we carried out during the entire whale-season. For this reason, the educative program went different than planned, but achieved even better results than expected.
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For the preparation of this project, over 200 questionnaires were completed by local people and tourists regarding their perception on southern right whales. The results of this survey were rather disappointing as over 70% of the people seemed not to be aware that whales are mammals, that they have no teeth (but baleens), what their diet is, that they are present along the Argentine coastline only during winter and that they do not feed during this period. Moreover, when they were asked to estimate the average size of an adult southern right whale, less than 10% estimated > 12m!

In response, we created and designed folders and posters (figure 10) explaining the basic facts of southern right whales as e.g. their size and weight, their migration, the presence of baleens, the most frequent behaviours that can be seen, what they feed on and what the callosities are on their head. These folders and posters were presented in the centre and reached this way over 3,000 people!
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Figure 10: Examples of educative material designed and created for the realization of the project “Naturaleza a la Vista”
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Furthermore, with this project we were able to actively invite schools from different regions (Las Grutas, San Antonio, Viedma, Playas Doradas …) to learn about whales and dolphins, attending an informative talk and actively looking and observing the whales. This way we received children from kindergarten, primary schools and secondary schools, reaching over 300 children!!

Some of the activities we planned with the children was drawing a life sized whale on the floor, inviting them to make drawings and letting them choose names for the bottlenose dolphins we identified in our other research project (“Project TONINA: Preserving the bottlenose dolphin along the Argentine coast”).
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Reading the many very enthusiastic reactions of the visitors and the children, we consider this project as a great success and hope to be able to continue during the next whale-season.
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POLITICAL INVOLVEMENT
FULLY ACHIEVED
In the province of Rio Negro, a whale-watching activity was authorized as was a “swim with whales” activity, this last being unique in the country (provincial law 4066/2006). The participation of our organization in the meetings held to regulate these touristic activities was one of the most important stages of this project. We actively participated in all 8 meetings, indicating to local politicians and tour operators the need for accurate conservation strategies.
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During the meetings, we held talks to introduce the politicians, the coastguard and tour operators on the whale’s behaviour, their apparent reaction to human approaches and to the “adequate” way of approaching a whale using international guidelines.
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As a first result of these meetings, and in reaction to many uncontrolled approaches that took place, we were able to convince the coastguard and local politicians for the need of temporary measurements to ensure the safe-being of both whales and tourists, until the final conservation measurements would be finished. This way, the coastguard signed a decree the 25th of August 2009 that forbids all approaches of less than 300m to whales without special permits (decree RI.6 N°01/2009).

To further create diplomatic contacts and to highlight the importance of our research in the creation of conservation measurements for southern right whales in the area, we invited the Belgian ambassador Mrs. Cristina Funes-Noppens and the prime secretary of the embassy Mr. Luc Pirson to our study area, to join us during our fieldwork and to witness the realization of our educational program. During her visit, meetings were held with the mayor, the head of the coastguard and several provincial legislators.
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UNFORESEEN DIFFICULTIES
(Research:

o 
Due to adverse weather conditions, the transect could only be flown 3 times between the months July-October, instead of the planned 4 times.

o 
As a consequence of an unhappy accident, a new inclinometer had to be bought.

o 
Due to the fact that the plane used for the aerial surveys had only one engine, and the fact that the ideal transect included rather great distances from the nearest shore, the minimum height flown could not be lower than 500m. Nevertheless, a good lens was used to take pictures minimizing this inconvenience.

o 
Although the research effort went as planned, when analysing the data, several samples had to be ignored to reduce errors. As a consequence of this data refinement, too few data was left to separately analyse several aspects in detail as e.g. the behavioural changes due to the approach of a swimmer vs. the approach of a boat and whale reaction according to their group composition. More data will be needed to attend these issues accurately!!

(Concrete development of an accurate management plan:

o 
The creation of accurate conservation measurements does not solely depend on us, but necessarily has to count with political support. Unfortunately, due to intern discussions between local tourist operators, local politicians and the coastguard, the held meetings did not yet result in the creation of adequate and concrete regulations. Other meeting were postponed to the next whale season.

MOST IMPORTANT OUTCOMES
A. FIRST INFORMATION ON WHALES IN THE PROVINCE

The results of this project present the first information on southern right whales in the province of Rio Negro, both generally on the presence of the animals (quantity, habitat use, sighting frequency, photo-identification, etc) as on their behavioural reaction to human approaches. These results are highly important to be able to implement accurate conservation strategies as the human activities in the area are growing fast.

B. START OF AN INTERPRETATION CENTRE

This project gave the possibility to start a small interpretation centre in the town located in Bahia San Antonio, which has woken the interest of mainly the local community to preserve the whales that visit the area every year. The educational program of our project is the first initiative towards marine environmental education in the area, and was a great success!

C. ACHEIVEMENT OF POLITICAL SUPPORT

As a result of our work during the whale season of 2009, our organization was declared “Scientific, Educational and Touristic Interest for the Province of Rio Negro, Argentina” (Declaration 283/2009). We find this status important as it is sign of political appreciation, something that is highly necessary in the struggle for the implementation of accurate management plans to preserve whales. Our way of working and positive approach has had a positive effect at a political level, in such a way that our professional opinion is asked for and respected during political discussions concerning commercial whale-watching. We find this a great achievement, as without political support, it is (unfortunately) impossible to implement conservation measurements.
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INVOLVEMENT OF LOCAL COMMUNITY AND THEIR BENEFIT
The local community was involved during the entire whale-season through the creation of a small interpretation centre (see achievement of objectives - educational program), a project that we intend to continue over the next whale-seasons.

This project offered environmental education to the children in the area, woke the interest of tourists all over the country to the region, increased the appreciation of both locals and tourists towards the natural environment and drew political attention to the actual lack of conservation measurements. Besides all these benefits, it was made clear that the project RIGHT WHALE will be beneficial for the community at a long term, as an adequate conservation strategy for southern right whales will make their touristic activity sustainable in time!

PLANS FOR THE FUTURE
Our objective is to continue this project to a greater extend. We aim to increase our research effort and continue the aerial surveys, this way obtaining more information on the southern right whales in the area and understand better the consequences of the local touristic activities. We plan; with the political recognition we achieved last year, to accomplish accurate political decision for the completion of conservation measurements for the whales in the area as a response of the increasing human activity. We furthermore will intent to improve the interpretation centre by improving the informative posters, print more folders, and receive more schools, etc., this way reaching more people more effectively.

We have every intention to continue what we were able to start last year very successfully, with the aim to improve scientific information, increase the public‘s awareness and achieve political decisions in order to safeguard the whales in the region.

CHARING OF RESULTS
The results of our scientific research and educational project were shared through the interpretation centre itself, presentations at congresses, notes in local and provincial newspapers, reports presented to the local government and through our website.

Examples of notes in newspapers:

Diario Clarin: http://www.clarin.com/suplementos/viajes/2009/09/13/v-01997635.htm

Muy Patagonia: http://muypatagonia.com/2009/07/30/en-lasgrutas-pusieron-en-marcha-naturaleza-a-lavista/

Agencia de Noticias ADN:

http://www.adnrionegro.com.ar/index.phpoption=com_content&task=view&id=18828&Itemid=93

365 Argentina: http://www.365argentina.com/rio_negro/naturaleza-a-la-vista-en-lapatagonia_

nota15.html

Web site Noticias outdoor: http://noticiasoutdoor.com/aire_libre/ecologia-ymedio-ambiente/en-lasgrutas-

pusieron-en-marcha-%E2%80%9Cnaturaleza-a-la-vista%E2%80%9D/

Site web Host News: http://www.hostnews.com.ar/despachos.asp?cod_des=4277&ID_Seccion=92

Diario La Capital: http://www.lacapital.com.ar/ed_turismo/2009/8/edicion_41/contenidos/noticia_

5033.html

Informativo Hoy:

http://www.informativohoy.com.ar/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=563:unatarde-deqnaturaleza-a-la-vistaq-en-lasgrutas&catid=49:turismo-ygastronomia&Itemid=74

Diario La Palabra: http://www.diariolapalabra.com.ar/content/view/20864/1/

Turismo 530: http://www.turismo530.com/noticia_ampliada.php?id=15998

Aristotelizar: http://aristotelizar.com/web/2009/10/02/embajadora-de-belgica-en-san-antonio-y-lasgrutas/

Diario Noticias: http://www.noticiasnet.com.ar/?se=12&id=50440

Nexo Sur: http://www.nexosur.com.ar/desarro_noti.php?cod=19384#

Agua Fresca

http://www.aguafresca.com.ar/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=10878&Itemid=1

Diario Los Andes de Mendoza

http://www.losandes.com.ar/notas/2009/8/30/turismo-443139.asp

Turistica online: http://www.turisticaonline.com/6/noticias/2306/palpitando_expo_patagonia_2009.html

Patagonia Report: http://www.patagoniareport.com/nota.php?id=2373

APP Noticias: http://www.appnoticias.com.ar/09/desarro_noti.php?cod=15338

Periodico La Ribera: http://www.periodicolaribera.com.ar/mostrar.asp?id=7095

Diario Rio Negro: www.diariorionegro.com.ar
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The project RIGHT WHALE was also reflected in the documentary “BEAGLE; For the Future of the Species”. This documentary is a Dutch-Belgian initiative that is recreating the trip of the Beagle in honour of the 200th birthday of evolutionary biologist Charles Darwin. The idea of this project is to travel with a sailboat to all the places Darwin went making a documentary to show the public how the species are doing nowadays. For more information see www.vpro.beagle.nl.
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As a result of our work on southern right whales, researchers of our organization were invited on board the sailboat “Stad Amsterdam” to join the team along the whole Argentine coast. During our presence on board, an episode of the documentary was dedicated to the project RIGHT WHALE, during which we had the chance to explain on international television the effects of tourism on whales, and the complexity of finding the adequate balance between tourism and conservation.
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Project leader Els Vermeulen being interviewed by famous Belgian biologist Dirk Draulans for the making of the episode “tears from the ocean” of the documentary Beagle: For the Future of Species”
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TIME SCALE
The whole project lasted in total 9 months, from April until the end of December, with the different steps divided as follows:

	
	A
	M
	J
	J
	A
	S
	O
	N
	D
	J

	Land based observations
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	

	Boat based observations
	
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	
	

	Aerial surveys
	
	
	
	X
	
	X
	X
	
	
	

	Questionnaires
	X
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Design + printing didactic

material
	
	
	X
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	

	"Naturaleza a la Vista"
	
	
	
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	

	Political meetings
	
	
	
	
	X
	X
	X
	X
	
	

	Participation project BEAGLE
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	

	Analysis data
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	X

	Preparation Final Report
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	X


BUDGET BREAKDOWN
	Item 

	Budgeted

Amount (£)
	Actual

Amount (£)
	Difference

(£)
	Comments

	Land-based survey
	844
	940
	-96
	

	Aerial survey
	563
	439
	124
	Only 3 aerial surveys could be done due to adverse weather conditions

	Logistics
	281
	368
	-87
	A new inclinometer had to be bought in order to adequately execute the aerial surveys

	Identifiable t-shirts and

jackets
	375
	212
	163
	

	Communication
	281
	181
	100
	

	Fuel educational

program
	394
	451
	-57
	

	Folders
	625
	618
	7
	

	Posters
	250
	161
	89
	

	Professional advise
	281
	260
	21
	

	Didactic Material
	1094
	1279
	-85
	

	TOTAL
	4988
	4909
	79
	


NEXT STEPS TO TAKE
After having finished the first year of this project, it seems first of all important to continue the scientific research regarding the southern right whales in the area to be able to build conservation strategies that are as accurate as possible. It is first of all important to be able to differentiate between the impacts on whales of boats vs. swimmers and to be able to differentiate the reaction of the whales according to their social composition and age class. Then, an important next step would be to perform controlled immersions with the whales, this way being able to differentiate between the behavioural reaction of the animals according to e.g. the way tourists enter the water, colour of diving suit, amount of people in the water, etc.

On an educational level, it seems very important to be able to continue with the interpretation centre and improving it, this way reaching more effectively the locals, tourists and most importantly the children. It seems therefore important to improve the material in the centre and the didactic material offered to the schools in the region. And last, but not least, it is important to continue working with the local government, giving them the pressure and advise necessary for them to take the right decisions in terms of whale conservation and touristic activities related.

RSG PUBLICITY
Besides on our website (www.marybio.org), the Rufford Small Grants Foundation logo was used on all the educative folders and posters used in the interpretation centre, and on the posters that will be presented in the upcoming ECS congress in Stralsund, Germany.

I AGREE TO THIS REPORT BEING PUBLISHED ON THE RUFFORD SMALL GRANTS WEBSITE

Signed (or print name)

ELS VERMEULEN
Final Report for 


RUFFORD SMALL GRANTS FOUNDATON








Project leader:


Msc. ELS VERMEULEN
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With “Naturaleza a la Vista”, we invited local people and visitors to come and enjoy the view, to actively look for whales with the binoculars we offered, to hear previously recorded whale sounds, to see an informative video about the local marine mammals and to listen to the explanations of our informative posters, all for free.


Every weekend, members of our organization were present to attend the visitors accurately. This way, more than 3,000 people visited the centre in a 4 


month period during low season!!





Picture left: children of a kindergarten listening to an informative talk about whales, given by our project director Alejandro Cammareri.








Picture right: children of a secondary school listening to an informative talk about marine mammals given by our project leader Els Vermeulen and director Alejandro Cammareri





Picture left: children of a kindergarten listening to an informative talk about whales





Picture right: children of a kindergarten on the life-sized whale drawing on the floor. This way they were able to comprehend the size of the animal





Picture left: children of a primary school waiting in line to look through the binoculars and search for whales








