
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

            
     

           
          

  

           
            

          
        

             
           

               
             

           
              

          
           

   

            
          
           
           

            
            

          
   

         
         

             
             

To: Jolie Harrison, Chief, Permits and Conservation Division, Office of Protected 
Resources, National Marine Fisheries Service. 

Comments on: Takes of Marine Mammals Incidental to Specified Activities; Taking 
Marine Mammals Incidental to the Palmer Station Pier Replacement Project, Antarctica 
2021-17725, RTID 0648–XB163 

I have several comments regarding the proposed requested takes that largely focus on 
inaccuracies in how existing data were used and the resulting take numbers that seem 
incongruent with basic information on the distribution and abundance of marine 
mammals as they are known around Palmer Station. 

The sources of data that are used to generate density estimates for marine mammal 
species (both pinnipeds and cetaceans) are not based on the best available information. 
There are several species for which the Level A and B takes have been calculated 
erroneously and this will lead, in some cases, to levels being exceeded very quickly. 

For example, Antarctic minke whale, humpback whale, and fin whale abundance 
estimates are drawn from Reilly et al. 2004 based on survey data from 2000 in the 
greater region around the Antarctic Peninsula including offshore waters and largely not 
including coastal waters, whereas other baleen whale estimates are taken from the 
entire Southern Ocean. 

Recently, Felix et al. (Felix, F. et al. 2020. Humpback whale breeding stock G; update 
population estimate integrating photo-ID data from breeding and feeding areas. 
Submitted to the IWC Scientific Committee) presented a robust and more updated 
abundance estimate for humpback whales from Breeding Stock G, the population that 
makes up more than 90% of the humpback whales that inhabit the waters around 
Palmer Station. This abundance estimate, not surprisingly, is 181% higher than a more 
recent population estimate by Jackson et al. 2006 (which is similarly not cited in the 
IHA). 

There is a plethora of information attributed to Ari Friedla(e)nder, personal 
communication throughout the descriptions of certain species. These references must 
have been taken from email exchanges with the National Science Foundation, as no 
direct engagement was made between the writers of the IHA and Dr. Friedlaender. 



            
               

            
            
         

            
             

           
              

          
             
           

         
             

           
               

            
       

          
            

          
       

        
          

            
            

          
           

           
 

             
           

              
           

           
      

           
            

            
         

            

Table 6-3 is referenced for density estimation based on group size and for humpback 
whales and Santora et al. 2009 and Gohl 2010 are cited. A critical paper by Johnston et 
al. (Johnston, D.W. et al. 2012. Initial density estimates of humpback whales in the 
inshore waters of the western Antarctic Peninsula during late autumn. Marine Ecology 
Progress Series DOI: https://doi.org/10.3354/esr00395) does not appear to have been 
used to help in density estimates for humpback whales, and could greatly increase the 
accuracy of take estimates. As well, the IHA states that ‘recent marine mammal 
observation data from Hero Inlet and nearby areas between January 21, 2019 and 
March 31, 2020 are also considered in the take estimates’. It is unclear where these 
data come from as they do not represent the known dedicated marine mammal surveys 
that have been conducted by the LTER since 2015 in this exact area. Information could 
have been used to make more informed and accurate assessment of species occurrence 
patterns. Had information from dedicated surveys from the area been considered, it 
would be clear that the densities of both Antarctic minke whales and fin whales are in 
fact not >2x those of humpback whales in the nearshore waters surrounding Palmer 
Station.  In fact, as was stated in the IHA, only a single fin whale has ever been recorded 
in the Palmer Station boating area. That these numbers were used to calculate 
allowable takes seems incongruous with the data. 

Similarly with pinniped data, significant resources have gone into conducting UAS 
surveys in the areas around Palmer Station. These surveys could have provided much 
more informed data on the distribution and abundance of several species rather than 
relying on unspecified/unattributed ‘local observers’ that include information including: 
‘only one elephant seal has been observed near Palmer Station….three leopard seals 
were observed in 2019…8 and 6 Weddell seals were observed in 2019 and 2020’. 
Dedicated UAS surveys have been routinely flown from Palmer Station specifically for 
mapping and estimating abundances of pinnipeds as part of the LTER.  Similarly in Table 
19 it indicates that 0 humpback whales were sighted between 1/21/19-3/28/19 and 
10/12/19-3/31/20. These numbers are not an accurate representation of occurrence in 
the area based on dedicated marine mammal surveys conducted by the NSF LTER C-024 
group. 

The ways in which Harassment Zones were calculated is difficult to follow. If, for 
example, ‘the maximum Level A harassment distance would be 1,846 m for phocids in 
water, 3,484 m for LF cetaceans…how do each of these get calculated to be 1.4km2 and 
3.38km2 respectively? If the coast of Anvers Island precludes 180-degrees of land from 
being available, leaving 180-degrees of water, should not the area be calculated as 
Pi*r2/2? Thus for a radius of 3,484 m, (3.14x3.484(2))/2= 19km2? 

With respect to the real-time monitoring proposed, the methods seem inadequate and 
are written from a perspective that questions whether those creating the plan have any 
experience at Palmer Station to draw upon. A main concern is that the proposed 
monitoring will not detect animals that are in fact there in a sufficient manner to effect 
the shutdown criteria presented. From experience in the region, surveying the full area 

https://doi.org/10.3354/esr00395


           
               

         
        

             
                

              
             

            
       

 
           

            
               

          
         

          
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

     
    

    
  
   

   
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

of insonification from a single platform on land at Palmer Station is unlikely to allow 
coverage of the entire area and while it is more likely to allow for seeing large marine 
mammals, smaller animals such as pinnipeds and small cetaceans (e.g. minke whales) 
are almost assured to be missed in simple visual scanning. Observers would be much 
better placed in a more central location with greater visibility such as the closest islands 
across from Hero Inlet and Arthur Harbor. This would allow for a less obstructed view of 
many more parts of the proposed exclusion zones both inshore and offshore. Given 
that work will only be conducted when conditions are suitable for being able to detect 
marine mammals it therefore seems like conditions would also be favorable for small 
boat operations to patrol areas and maneuver observers. 

In sum, I feel that the concerns raised here are significant and substantial and should be 
addressed by NOAA. The inconsistent and incomplete use of existing data from which 
to establish take numbers for critical species is very concerning. The way in which the 
harassment zones were both calculated and proposed to be monitored during activities 
are also insufficient or not adequately described in a way that provides confidence that 
they are accurate and can achieve what is required by law. 

Sincerely, 

Ari S. Friedlaender, PhD (he/him/his) 
Professor, Ocean Sciences Department 
Institute of Marine Sciences 
UC Santa Cruz 
115 McAllister Way 
Santa Cruz, CA 95060 
ari.friedlaender@ucsc.edu 
https://btbel.pbsci.ucsc.edu/ 
http://www.caoceanalliance.org/ 
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