“F12, fin whale at 85 degrees, eightfive, one individual, behaviour
swimming, directionality one-eightzero, body under water” – we are not
talking in code but reporting a sighting
of a fin whale, just spotted below the
fuselage of the plane, to the data
recorder while seating in a Britten
Norman Islander BN2. We know very
well that whales and airplanes belong to
environments at the antipodes of eachother, and it might sound weird to
search for whales from an aircraft. A
vessel, a submarine even, might sound
more appropriate. And yet, aerial
surveys, unlike what the collective
imagination is, are quite a common way
to search for and count dolphins and
whales, in order to study their
distribution, derive estimates of their
abundance and understand what are
the factors that allow these species to
occur and hopefully thrive. And, in fact,
that’s exactly what we, at the Tethys
Research Institute (www.tethys.org),
are doing these days.

SEARCHING FOR WHALES AND DOLPHINS FROM
AN AIRCRAFT WITH BOSE AVIATION HEADSETS

A Tethys team is currently involved in
an aerial monitoring campaign across a
wide portion of the Mediterranean Sea
searching for whales, dolphins and
other marine life in the waters of the
Hellenic Trench in Greece and the
Ionian Sea. The overarching goal of this
mission is to provide accurate
abundance estimates of whales,
dolphins, marine turtles and other large
animals observed at the surface, while
flying at low altitudes. These estimates
will then be used to inform protection
and management measures where
necessary and to trigger conservation
actions to assure the persistence of
these species in the Mediterranean. All
this seems, and in fact it is,
commendable, and at Tethys we pride
ourselves for over three decades of
hard work towards the understanding
of the ecology of Mediterranean whales
and dolphins and their conservation.
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Successful research and effective
conservation are not only based on
robust methodological and analytical
approaches, but first and foremost on
reliable tools, whatever they might be.
During aerial surveys, we seat for long
hours scanning the sea surface for
whales and dolphins through specially
designed bubble-windows and
transmitting sighting details to a datalogger. At the same time, we need to be
able to continuously communicate with
the pilot to coordinate the activities.
Dedicated avionic headsets are in this
context essential to facilitate clear
transfer of information amongst the onboard crew members, and for what
specifically concerns data collection, to
allow for clear communication between
observers and data-logger.
This might seem an exaggeration. The
fact is that most of us experience
airplanes, and flying in general, in terms
of the relatively quiet commercial
aircrafts. Noteworthy, small propeller
planes like the one we use for our aerial
surveys are instead exceptionally noisy.
To draw a parallel, imagine you are
sitting in a small roller coaster car with
wings and flying at about 200
kilometres per hour, 200 meters above
the surface of the sea, minus the air in
your face but with the noise multiplied
by 100 time to say the least. Now
imagine you do that for about 9 hours
every single day for four weeks.
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This is why we feel extremely fortunate
for the support given to us by BOSE
Aviation that, starting from this
monitoring, has provided us with three
sets of BOSE A20 Aviation headsets
with noise reduction technology. Not
only the quality of the sound allows us
to easily and promptly convey
information to each other, even though
it does feel sometimes like we are
talking in code, but the cancellation of
propeller and engine noise also spears
us from many headaches. It is well
established that repeated exposures to
loud noise can lead to permanent
tinnitus and/or hearing loss and that
loud environments can create physical
and psychological stress and reduce
concentration and productivity.
Knowing that BOSE is on our side is
totally reassuring. Our hearing is
protected and the near silence on board
allows us to focus on the surface of the
sea to observe whales, dolphins and
other charismatic species that inhabit
our beloved Mediterranean Sea.
We already loved aerial surveys and
now that life on board has improved so
much for us thanks to this great
product, we can’t wait to start the next
flight and organise future missions in
the months to come.
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