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ECHO Program 2018 voluntary ship slowdown initiative  
Underwater noise from large ocean-going ships has been identified as a concern for at-risk 
southern resident killer whales in British Columbia because noise can interfere with the ability of 
whales to hunt, navigate and communicate. Between July 12 and October 31, 2018, the Vancouver 
Fraser Port Authority-led Enhancing Cetacean Habitat and Observation (ECHO) Program 
coordinated a voluntary slowdown of ships to reduce underwater noise in a key summer feeding 
area for whales.  

The goal of the 2018 slowdown  
The goal of the 2018 slowdown was to increase the number of participating ships transiting at 
slower speeds, while maintaining the same or better underwater noise reduction achieved in the 
2017 voluntary ship slowdown trial. 
 
To help increase participation, the speed targets were increased to reduce delays to passenger 
schedules or cargo delivery that can be a barrier to participation. Based on discussions with the 
ECHO Program’s advisory and technical committees, vehicle carrier, passenger ship and container 
ship operators were encouraged to move through whale feeding areas in Haro Strait at 15 knots or 
less. Bulk ship, tanker, Washington State Ferries and government ship operators were asked to 
transit at 12.5 knots or less. The slowdown period was also changed from 2017 to begin when the 
whales arrived in Haro Strait for the summer and end when the whales were no longer present in 
the area.   

Summary of results 
The following is a brief summary of the findings from the ECHO Program’s 2018 voluntary ship 
slowdown. A comprehensive technical overview is available in the summary report.  
 
• Over 70 organizations participated in or supported the 2018 voluntary ship slowdown, which 

took place over 111 days, 50 days longer than the 2017 slowdown trial. A total of 87 per cent 
of ship transits were reported as having participated in the slowdown by slowing to target 
speeds for their ship type. This represented an increase of 26 per cent over 2017 participation 
rates, which can be attributed to the higher speed targets and the slowdown trial period.  

• Southern resident killer whales were confirmed in Haro Strait visually or by an underwater 
microphone, known as a hydrophone, on 48 days, or 43 percent of the 111 days of the 
slowdown.  

• Visual observations of southern resident killer whales in Haro Strait indicated that when there 
was increased ship activity in the area, and therefore potentially increased underwater noise, 
there was a higher probability that the whales would not begin or stop foraging.  

• A comparison of predicted underwater noise before and during the slowdown showed an 
estimated 29 per cent median reduction in underwater sound intensity levels during the 
slowdown. 

• Using the 2018 data, a computer model predicted that underwater noise reductions achieved as 
a result of the recorded slower ship speeds could result in a 15.3 per cent reduction in affected 

https://www.flipsnack.com/portvancouver/echo-haro-strait-slowdown-trial-summary/full-view.html
https://www.flipsnack.com/portvancouver/2018-voluntary-vessel-slowdown-in-haro-strait/full-view.html
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foraging time on an average ship traffic day, thereby lessening the amount of time southern 
resident killer whale behaviour and foraging is affected by underwater noise from ships. 

How the data was collected and analyzed  
The ECHO Program contracted SMRU Consulting North America, JASCO Applied Sciences and 
Oceans Research and Conservation Association to help collect the data and conduct the initial 
analysis. Underwater noise levels were captured by a hydrophone located off the coast of Lime Kiln 
State Park on San Juan Island in Washington State. A team of scientific observers collected visual 
observations of killer whale behaviour along the west coast of San Juan Island during the slowdown 
period.  
 
Using data from the 2018 slowdown, computer modelling was conducted to predict underwater 
noise levels from ships in Haro Strait. These underwater noise levels were then input to a 
behavioural response model to evaluate potential benefits to southern resident killer whale 
behaviour and foraging. The summary report was completed by the ECHO Program team. 

Conclusion and next steps 
Although the estimated 15.3 per cent reduction in affected foraging time per day was less than the 
estimated 22 per cent reduction per day from the 2017 trial, the overall benefit to the southern 
resident killer whale population may have been greater given the extended duration of the 2018 
slowdown. The high participation rate and leadership demonstrated by industry partners during the 
2018 voluntary ship slowdown illustrates how much can be achieved through well-designed 
collaborative measures. 
 
In 2019, the ECHO Program, working in close collaboration with its advisors and partners, is 
coordinating the implementation of another voluntary ship slowdown trial over an expanded 
geographic area that includes both Haro Strait and Boundary Pass, which were identified by 
Fisheries and Oceans Canada as key killer whale foraging areas. The goal of the 2019 slowdown is 
to increase the benefits to the southern resident killer whales by ensuring ship operators slow to 
targeted speeds through the expanded voluntary ship slowdown trial area. 

More information 
The ECHO Program is a Vancouver Fraser Port Authority-led research and management initiative 
that aims to better understand and manage the cumulative effects of marine shipping on at-risk 
whales along the southern coast of British Columbia. For more information, visit 
www.portvancouver.com/echo.  

http://www.portvancouver.com/echo
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