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Background 
This document is to inform the meeting about a program in the Northwest of Canada that could act as an 
example of ad-hoc mitigation measures for underwater noise from ships for the whole Baltic Sea region. 
The Enhancing Cetacean Habitat and Observation (ECHO) program is a research and management initiative 
to reduce underwater noise from ships and is led by the Vancouver Fraser Port Authority. The goal of the 
program is to develop voluntary mitigation measures that will lead to a quantifiable reduction in threats 
posed by vessel traffic and port activities to at-risk whales in the region. Even though the species that are 
harmed or disturbed by underwater ship noise are different in the Baltic Sea Region compared to the 
Northwest of Canada, the same mitigation measures could be used to reduce the pressure of underwater 
ship noise on marine ecosystems. 

In 2017 and 2018 the ECHO program led a research trial to evaluate how slowing vessels down decreases 
underwater noise in a key feeding habitat of resident killer whales. The voluntary vessel slow down was 
designed and implemented involving many stakeholders including government agencies, shipping 
associations and scientists. During the 2017 trial period of 2 months ships’ officers were asked to slow 
down to 11 knots speed through water over an approximate 16 nautical mile distance. During the trial 
approximately 60 % of the piloted commercial vessel transits (578 of 956 transits) took part in the trial and 
reduced their speed. Based on these findings, in the 2018 trial speed reduction was to 15 knots or less for 
vehicle carrier, passenger ship and container ships and to 12.5 knots or less for bulkers and tankers. The 
fraction of participating vessels could be increased to 87% (1467 of 1678 transits). As an incentive and to 
offset potential costs caused by reducing speed, participants were offered a stipend by the port authority.  

A preliminary analysis of the 2017 data revealed broadband source level reductions of 

• 4.9 dB for bulk/general cargo ships 
• 9.4 dB for container ships 
• 8.1 dB for passenger ships 
• 9.3 dB for vehicle carriers.  

Later analyses focused on the ambient noise reduction rather than source level reductions in individual 
vessels. 

The reduction of speed of the participating vessels resulted in median reduction of ambient noise by 1.7 dB 
for the trial period 2017 and 1.5 % in 2018 (equivalent to a 29% reduction in sound intensity), compared to 
the pre-trial control period in the sensitive area.  

A behavioural response model for the local killer whale population indicated that the reduced speeds could 
result in an 15.3 % reduction in noise affected foraging time for an average traffic day in the 2018 trial (22% 
in 2017) compared to baseline conditions, thereby lessening the amount of time killer whale behaviour and 
foraging is affected by ship noise. Despite the longer presence of slower vessels, the overall noise reduction 
and the reduction in disturbed foraging time indicate a benefit for the whale population. 
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Thus, speed reduction can be an ad-hoc measure to reduce underwater noise from shipping in specific 
areas where sound sensitive species are being disturbed. The resulting noise reduction is specific for ship 
propulsion systems and thus dependant on the ship type. Further measures could complement this 
measure to optimise ship operation with respect to noise emissions. 

More information about the project can be found here: https://www.flipsnack.com/portvancouver/echo-
haro-strait-slowdown-trial-summary/full-view.html 

 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to take note of the information and consider similar actions in the Baltic Sea Region. 
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