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The Bowhead Whale Feeding Ecology Study (BOWFEST) was initiated in
May 2007 through an Interagency Agreement between the Minerals Management

L Service (MMS) and the National Marine Mammal Lab (NMML, NOAA Fisheries _
A Service). The study is being conducted through grants and contracts to scientists at NN

eight institutions. Fieldwork is being coordinated with the North Slope Borough, i m""“m ' .
Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission, Barrow Whaling Captains' Association, ”":-:i o s EAR
Alaska Department of Fish and Game, and Minerals Management Service. h ‘ :
BOWTFEST focuses on late summer oceanography and prey densities relative to Ao I

. ) bowhead whale (Balaena mysticetus) distribution north and east of Point Barrow Lwt'. ] — ;
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between the Alaska coast and 72°N and between 152° and 157.5° west longitudes. e el e A

Aerial surveys, boat-based surveys, and acoustic monitoring provide information
on the spatial and temporal distribution of bowhead whales in the study area.
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Aerial surveys were conducted on 5 days between 29 Aug and 18 Sept 2009. e FrEe S e G

Oceanographic sampling helps:
Totals of aerial sightings of bowheads were 16 in 2007, 56 in 2008, and 25 in 2009. grap ping help

1. identify off-shelf sources of zooplankton prey available to whales on the
continental shelf

2. describe how oceanographic fronts and currents influence zooplankton
aggregation
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3. provide a context for interpreting whale feeding behavior.

Results of this research program show that in late summer (mid-August to
mid-September), bowheads are generally on a westward feeding migration through
the study area predominately along the 20-m isobath, and that most of the whales
near Barrow are feeding on krill. Prey densities increase on the shelf after
upwelling-favorable east winds are followed by weak and/or southerly winds. This
“krill trap” likely contributes to the high proportion of feeding whales seen in this
area. A good understanding of bowhead behavior and distribution, as exemplified
by this study, is needed to minimize potential impacts from petroleum

Aerial photography provides images of bowheads used to identify individuals and

measure their lengths. This stomach contained fresh undigested euphausiid-like prey with very little fluid.
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Launched tag immediately prior
to attaching to a bowhead.
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The blue symbols are locations of
stations with few krill, the red
symbols are locations of stations
with krill, and the green asterisks
are locations of bowhead whales
seen from the Annika Marie.

Photo of a group of bowhead
whales feeding at the sea surface.
Photo by Henry Elavgak
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Boat-based surveys in 2009. Bowhead
sightings are indicated with red marks.
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