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The Great Barrier Reef Whale and Dolphin 
Research Programme - 2017 
 

WELCOME 

Welcome to the Great Barrier Reef Whale and Dolphin Research Programme (the 
Programme), led by Blue Planet Marine and operated in collaboration with the 
Cetacean Ecology and Acoustics Laboratory at the University of Queensland, 
!ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΦ ²ŜΩǊŜ ŜȄŎƛǘŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ȅƻǳ ƧƻƛƴƛƴƎ ǳǎ ŀǎ ŀ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ !ǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ 
ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΣ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ 
ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ Ŝŀǎǘ Australian humpback whales has been identified by the 
International Whaling Commission as highest priority research for this population 
of whales. It will add greatly to our understanding of humpback whales in the South 
Pacific Ocean and inform critical conservation management decisions. 

THE PROGRAMME AT A GLANCE 

What:  To gather important scientific information about the structure of the east 
Australian humpback whale breeding sub-stock; 

 To gain important information on humpback whale song and social sounds 
within the Great Barrier Reef breeding grounds; 

To better define the humpback whale breeding grounds in the Great Barrier 
Reef; and 

To gain better information on the potential for, and management of, 
anthropogenic impacts on this population of whales. 

Where:  On the humpback whale breeding grounds of the Great Barrier Reef, based 
out of the stunning Whitsunday Islands, Queensland, Australia. 

Why: Although we know a lot about these whales on migration, we know little 
about their ecology on their breeding grounds in the Great Barrier Reef. 

When: The Programme will run between 16 July and 22 September 2017. There 
are eight research trips: six trips of 6-days aboard and two trips of 12 days 
aboard. You can come for one or more research trips. 

How: ¸ƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ based on research vessels (living aboard) using a variety of 
scientific techniques to gather data. 

Who: An experienced, internationally respected team of scientists working 
alongside a group of interested and keen Research Assistants (you!). 

 
Sounds like ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ Ƴƛǎǎ? 

                                                              ¢I9b w9!5 hbΧ 
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WHO CAN BE A RESEARCH ASSISTANT? 

Our Research Assistants come from all walks of life and age groups. Many are highly 
committed, hardworking, early career scientists with a passion for the marine 
environment and conservation. Others are looking for a challenge in life and new 
experiences. People from a wide range of nationalities work with us and all share a 
common interest in the ocean and marine animals. Regardless of your background 
or motivation, during your time with us you will enjoy a friendly work environment; 
be exposed to a variety of scientific data collection methodologies; enhance your 
marine scientific skills and knowledge of marine mammals; develop new friendships 
and create memories to last a life time. !ƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿƻǊǊȅ ƛŦ this is all completely new 
ǘƻ ȅƻǳ ǿŜΩƭƭ ōŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ƎǳƛŘŜ ȅƻǳ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǎǘŜǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅΦ 

If you want to get involved in research that really matters; get up close and personal 
with a variety of marine fauna; work in an exceptional location with world leading 
scientists; challenge and extend yourself; and learn new skills all in a safely managed 
ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ Χ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜƭŎƻƳŜ ŀōƻŀǊŘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŦƻǊƎŜǘΦ 

BLUE PLANET MARINE (BPM) 

BPM is a leading environmental research and consulting organisation providing 
expert scientific service in the Australian, New Zealand, Asian, South Pacific, and 
Antarctic marine environments. 

Founded in 2002 by Dr David Paton, we specialise in marine megafauna (whales, 
dolphins, dugongs, seals, sea lions and turtles) research and monitoring activities. 
Our team of marine biologists works collaboratively with a wide range of 
universities, other research institutions, government agencies and NGOs. We have 
successfully completed over 150 major projects, including ongoing whale research 
projects in the Great Barrier Reef and the South Pacific region. 

BPM has a strong focus on applied research. We prefer to work on projects that 
have a specific management outcome, such as the Behavioural Response of 
Australian Humpback Whales to Seismic Surveys project. We believe that robust 
science is vitally important for informed conservation management decisions. 

BPM has offices in Australia, and an office in New Zealand. 

http://www.brahss.org.au/
http://www.brahss.org.au/
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CETACEAN ECOLOGY AND ACOUSTICS LABORATORY (CEAL) 

CEAL was formed in 2005 and is based at The University of Queensland. A multi-
disciplinary lab, CEAL has expertise in whale behaviour, biological acoustics, animal 
communication and social learning, population ecology, and physiology.  

Led by Associate-Professor Michael Noad and Dr Rebecca Dunlop, the team of 
researchers at CEAL are authorities on the vocalisations of humpback whales (social 
sounds and songs) and the impacts of manmade noise on the behaviour of these 
whales. As well as having considerable field experience with whale acoustics and 
behaviour, they also conduct the official population surveys of the east Australian 
humpback whales, providing information to the Australian Government and the 
International Whaling Commission (IWC). 

Amongst other projects, and in collaboration with BPM, CEAL was one of the leads 
in the Behavioural Response of Australia Humpback whales to Seismic Surveys 
(BRAHSS) project, a large, seven-year, multi-disciplinary collaborative study 
investigating the effects of seismic air guns on the behaviour of humpback whales 
during migration along the east coast of Australia. At its peak, BRAHSS involved 
more than 100 people in the field with 13 observation platforms including five small 
boats, a full seismic vessel and an acoustic tracking array of hydrophone buoys. 

THE GREAT BARRIER REEF - AUSTRALIA 

¢ƘŜ DǊŜŀǘ .ŀǊǊƛŜǊ wŜŜŦ όD.wύ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ largest coral reef. An international 
treasure, the GBR is listed as a World Heritage Site, is one of the seven wonders of 
the natural world, and is the only living thing on earth easily visible from space! 
Protected by the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, the GBR is a spectacular place you 
simply must see to believe. 

Consisting of almost 3,000 individual reef systems and hundreds of tropical islands, 
the GBR stretches for 2,300 kilometres along the coast of Queensland, eastern 
Australia. This complex, ecologically rich and beautiful ecosystem is home to an 
ŀōǳƴŘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘǊƻǇƛŎŀƭ ƳŀǊƛƴŜ Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘΩǎ ǘŀƴǘŀƭƛǎƛƴƎƭȅ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ 
the Australian mainland, so much remains undiscovered. 

WHALES AND DOLPHINS OF THE GREAT BARRIER REEF 

The GBR is a hot spot for whales and dolphins. 30 species are found there including 
some only known in Australian and Indonesian waters. While dwarf minke whales, 
humpback whales and bottlenose dolphins are among the most commonly sighted 
species, Indo-Pacific humpback dolphins, Australian snubfin dolphins, spinner 
dolphins, pan-ǘǊƻǇƛŎŀƭ ǎǇƻǘǘŜŘ ŘƻƭǇƘƛƴǎΣ [ƻƴƎƳŀƴΩǎ ōŜŀƪŜŘ ǿƘŀƭŜΣ ŦŀƭǎŜ ƪƛƭƭŜǊ 
whales, killer whales, short-finned pilot whales, sperm whales and various beaked 
whales are also seen in the area. 

Most people would think that because whales and dolphins are large and pretty 
easy to access on the GBR that scientists know everything about them. Most people 
would be wrong! Some really important information about the distribution, 
abundance and diversity of whales and dolphins on the GBR is unknown. This is 
where you come in. With your help, the Programme will fill the knowledge gaps 
about a special group of humpback whales found on the GBR: the east Australian 
humpback whales. 



- 5 - 

 

  

EAST AUSTRALIAN HUMPBACK WHALES 

Humpback whales migrate from Antarctic waters to the GBR from May to October 
to calve and mate over the winter before they return to the Antarctic in summer to 
feedΦ Lƴ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘŜǊƳǎΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŜŀǎǘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴΩ 
breeding sub-stock of humpback whales (EAH); ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ΨSouth 
West Pacific ōǊŜŜŘƛƴƎ ǎǘƻŎƪΩ ƻŦ ƘǳƳǇōŀŎƪ ǿƘŀƭŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǎǳō-stocks from 
a variety of South Pacific islands.  

During their northward migration EAH pass close to the east coast of Australia, 
which enables land-based observation from locations such as Cape Byron and 
Stradbroke IslandΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ, most research has occurred here on the 
migratory corridor and little dedicated research has focussed on the breeding 
grounds within the GBR. 

Scientists are uncertain to what extent EAH mix with other humpback whale 
breeding sub-stocks. They appear to be one of the fastest growing populations of 
humpback whales in the world. This is great news considering that whaling 
undertaken from the 1940s to the early 1960s reduced the east Australian 
population from an estimated 25,000 animals to about 500 or less! The last 
population survey was conducted by CEAL in 2015 with an estimate of 24,500 
whales, but the population was still growing strongly and where it will plateau is 
unknown. Assuming the population has continued to grow, there should be around 
30,000 whales migrating along the east Australian coastline in 2017. 

WHY THIS RESEARCH IS IMPORTANT 

Effective conservation of any species requires good information, including details 
of stock structure (who is in a stock, how old they are, what sex they are, whether 
they breed with other stocks etc.). The International Whaling Commission (IWC) 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ¦ƴƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ bŀǘǳǊŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
know enough to make good conservation management decisions about humpback 
whales in ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǘƘ ǿŜǎǘ tŀŎƛŦƛŎ hŎŜŀƴΦ ¦ƴǘƛƭ ǿŜ ŘƻΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ 
recommendations about how to manage these whales. We need to figure out if the 
breeding sub-stocks of these south west Pacific humpback whales should be 
managed together or as separate populations. The IWC has identified this as highest 

Humpback whale 
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priority research for these populations and further acknowledged the importance 
of our work by awarding the project a grant to assist with analysis of genetic data.  

In addition to stock structure, little is known about the social dynamics and drivers 
around humpback whale breeding. There is also limited understanding about social 
communications (including social sounds and song) on the EAH breeding grounds. 
!ƴŘΣ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ anthropogenic (human) impacts 
on humpback whales within the breeding grounds. There is increased development 
and shipping activity in the region but limited understanding about how this may 
impact upon this recovering population of humpback whales. 

THE PROGRAMME 

So now that we know where the gaps in knowledge are, we can work towards filling 
them! Better yet, we can do this knowing that our work has real value. It matters. 

The Programme will be run from 16 July to 22 September 2017. This time will be 
divided into eight research trips. Six of these trips will take six days, while two will 
last twelve days. Each research trip will include the full range of planned research 
activities. There are only ten places for Research Assistants on each trip. The dates 
for research trips in 2017 are: 

Research  
Trip # 

Start Date End Date Number of 
days/nights 

Start/End Location 

1 16 Jul 2017 21 Jul 2017 6/6*  Airlie Beach 

2 23 Jul 2017 28 Jul 2017 6/6*  Airlie Beach 

3 30 Jul 2017 4 Aug 2017 6/6*  Airlie Beach 

4 6 Aug 2017 17 Aug 2017 12/12* Airlie Beach/Mackay 

5 20 Aug 2017 31 Aug 2017 12/12* Mackay/Airlie Beach 

6 3 Sep 2017 8 Sep 2017 6/6*  Airlie Beach 

7 10 Sep 2017 15 Sep 2017 6/6*  Airlie Beach 

8 17 Sep 2017 22 Sep 2017 6/6*  Airlie Beach 

* You may choose to stay aboard for the last night of your trip, or are welcome to 
stay ashore. 

The Programme has been carefully designed by scientists at BPM and CEAL. Based 
from three research vessels, it intentionally coincides with the peak of EAH 
migration. The overarching aims of the Programme are to: identify areas of the GBR 
that are most important for humpback whale breeding activities; gather 
information regarding the structure of the east Australian humpback whale sub-
stock; and gain a better understanding of whale communications and the potential 
for anthropogenic impacts within the breeding grounds of the GBR. 

In order to do this, we will: 

¶ Further identify areas of the GBR that are most important for breeding 
activities. This involves the collection of hormone samples from blubber and 
will help us to understand which whales are there to breed; 

¶ Continue the identification of individual whales through photo identification of 
flukes. These images will be used to determine the movement of individual 
whales within the GBR and the South Pacific; 
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¶ Record whale vocalisations. These data will help us figure out: what songs are 
being sung; what social sounds are being made (and what they may mean); and 
how these differ within and between whale sub-stocks in the South Pacific; 

¶ Systematically collect genetic samples using biopsy techniques. These data will 
be compared to samples taken within the GBR and from other sub-stocks of 
humpback whales from the south west Pacific Ocean and Western Australia. 
They will help us to identify how much different sub-stocks interbreed; 

¶ Systematically collect data on whale behaviour using visual observation, video, 
and digital photography. These data will help us to work out the behaviour 
within a group of whales on the GBR; and  

¶ Collect baseline data on background noise as well as dolphins and other whales 
encountered during the Programme. These data will add to the general 
understanding of how background noise may affect whale communications 
within the GBR, and general species presence and distribution there too. 

Our ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ǘŀǊƎŜǘŜŘΦ LǘΩǎ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊƻōǳǎǘΦ LǘΩǎ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘΦ !ƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ŜȄŎƛǘƛƴƎΦ ¸ƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ 
get wet. You will be involved. You will ƭŜŀǊƴΦ ¸ƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƎƭŀŘ ȅƻǳ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ƴƛǎǎ ƛǘΦ  

In addition to the boat-ōŀǎŜŘ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƴƎ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ undertake land-
based observations for whales and other marine fauna from high vantage points on 
islands in the region. The land-based observer team will assist in directing the 
vessel-based teams to the areas of highest density of whales, as well as collecting 
important information on the overall abundance and distribution of whale pods in 
the region. 

RESEARCH TEAM 

As well as Research Assistants, the Programme research team includes: 

Dr David Paton �t Principal Investigator 

Managing Director of BPM, Dave is a marine mammal, turtle and seabird biologist 
and ecologist with 30+ ȅŜŀǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ around the world. His PhD thesis focussed 
on humpback whale population dynamics and movement patterns. 


