To the Chair of ACCOBAMS, Ms. Ana Strbenac
To the Executive Secretary of ACCOBAMS, Ms. Marie-Christine Grillo 
Compulsione
 
Dear Ana and Marie-Christine,
 
As you know, by request of Marie-Christine on 26 February 2009 I wrote 
to Scientific Committee members to ask for an opinion on a research 
cruise (Med09) planned to take place next Summer in the Mediterranean 
Sea by Dr. Peter Tyack (Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution, US) and 
colleagues.
 
Comments were received from eight members of the Scientific Committee 
(including the Chair). May I take this opportunity for thanking them 
all for their kind and authoritative availability.
 
Responding Committee members unanimously held the view that the proposal 
has great potential to support the conservation goals of ACCOBAMS (and 
indeed the wider cetacean community). The proposed work is very likely 
to have a net positive effect on beaked whales and other cetaceans in 
the ACCOBAMS area. If nothing else, it will improve the knowledge base 
concerning distribution and relative abundance of the target species; 
but also, given the design of the program and its integration with work 
carried out by Tyack and his group in the Bahamas, the proposed research 
offers a realistic chance of obtaining critical data on dose-based 
behavioural responses. It is very hard to imagine that equivalent 
insights could be gained from purely opportunistic work. Both Tyack and 
Southall have shown an ability and willingness, through rigorous science 
practised in a conscientious (and precautionary) manner, to influence 
conservation policy. The project fits well with what was discussed 
during SC5, concerning /Ziphius/ habitat use modelling. In that 
occasion suggestions were made to Ana to include anthropogenic factors 
in the model's inputs, and noise levels with /Ziphius/ would be a good 
start. 
 
Finally, it was noted that the proponents have taken any potential 
risks to beaked whales extremely carefully. The word "potential" is 
used because as we all know, field work can be thwarted by bad weather 
and/or bad luck. However, the proponents appear to have undertaken 
sufficient careful planning to maximise the chances of success and 
minimise risk. Committee Members believed that ACCOBAMS and the SC 
should be gratified that the investigators appear to have taken our 
advice seriously and acknowledged our concerns in planning the work. The 
consultation effort, and the direct involvement of Gianni Pavan and Ana 
Cañadas, is also reassuring. 
 
During the past weeks I have also received constructive comments from a 
number of concerned NGOs (namely: NRDC, Ocean care and WDCS), which I am 
hereby attaching for further reference, in consideration of their 
usefulness. In particular, these comments concerned:
 
* the importance that the project collects background data
(including data on exposure histories to military sonar in the
area;stranding data before, during and after the study;
bathymetric and oceanographic information relevant to sound
transmission);
* the importance of avoiding using sonar in the vicinity of any
important management areas for bottlenose dolphins, established
within the existing Special Area of Conservation through the EU
Habitats Directive;
* the opportunity of collecting detailed information on the
real-time monitoring effort, both visual and acoustic (e.g., n. of
sonobuoys deployed, expected detection ranges), and on the
mitigation protocols that would apply to the acoustic detection of
non-target animals.
 
A final point, which perhaps concerns more ACCOBAMS than the proponents 
of the study, rests on the importance of making a strong connection 
between the science of beaked whale behaviour in presence of 
anthropogenic noise and the policy that will or should be affected by 
such scientific results. There is a clear need for policymakers to be 
prepared to translate research results into effective management and 
mitigation policies, at the same time ensuring that possible negative 
findings are not interpreted as lack of impact. As clearly and 
unanimously emphasized during the recent beaked whale mitigation ECS 
workshop (Istanbul, March 2009), there is already sufficient evidence of 
the lack of effectiveness of current mitigation measures, and it is now 
possible to make a strong case for better management. It is important 
that ACCOBAMS will not miss the opportunity which is likely to be 
offered by the proposed study for vigorously recommending the 
implementation of second generation mitigation measures.
 
In summary, SC Members recommended that the Scientific Committee give 
the Tyack study an unqualified endorsement. As a personal note, while 
so far most of the debate has centred on the merits of the proposed 
study, my strong recommendation is that the discussion is now moved 
forward to target with sensible proposals, based on solid science (which 
this study is likely to provide), those activities that are known to 
clearly cause cetacean mortality with acoustic energy in the ACCOBAMS area.
 
With kind regards,
 
Giuseppe Notarbartolo di Sciara
Chair, ACCOBAMS Scientific Committee
