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Environmental Studies Program:  Ongoing Study 

BOEM Information Need(s):  Updated information on the wintering locations of 
CIBW will aid BOEM in developing more effective and precise spatial and temporal 
mitigation measures to help minimize potential impacts from oil and gas activities on 
the Outer Continental Shelf (OCS) in Cook Inlet.  Results from this study will support 
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) analyses for Cook Inlet Lease Sale 258 
(2021) and other future Cook Inlet lease sales, as well as for future exploration plans 
(EPs) and development &  production plans (DPPs) that may result from Cook Inlet 
Lease Sales 244 (2017) and 258 (2021). 

Background:  CIBW may be adversely affected by routine operations associated with 
oil and gas exploration and development, including seismic surveys, drilling, 
production, and shipping (Small et al. 2017).  The areas leased in Cook Inlet Lease Sale 
244 at least partially overlap with CIBW critical habitat and some are in the vicinity of 
major anadromous streams which are important foraging areas for. 
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PICOC Summary  

Problem There is much uncertainty regarding the current spatial and 
temporal distribution of the critically endangered Cook Inlet 
Beluga Whale (CIBW) population.  In particular, the most recent 
information regarding the winter range of the CIBW population 
is more than 15 years old.  

Intervention A wide-ranging aerial survey for CIBW in winter that could be 
augmented with passive acoustic monitoring (PAM) recorders to 
aid in winter detections of beluga whales. 

Comparison NOAA Fisheries conducts biennial summer surveys for this 
species, but the last winter aerial survey for CIBW was flown in 
2002 (Rugh et al. 2004).   

Outcome This project will produce updated information regarding the 
winter range of the CIBW population. 

Context Cook Inlet Planning Area 
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There is much uncertainty regarding the current spatial and temporal distribution of the 
critically endangered Cook Inlet Beluga Whale (CIBW) population.  NOAA Fisheries 
conducts biennial summer surveys for this species, but the last winter aerial survey for 
CIBW was flown in 2002 (Rugh et al. 2004).  There has been a considerable contraction 
in the summer range (Shelden et al. 2015), as aerial surveys and satellite-tagging studies 
have shown the majority of whales now occupy the areas of upper Cook Inlet in the 
summer.  Satellite tagging studies on 18 animals (Shelden et al. 2015), together with 
presence/absence PAM (Castellote et al. 2016), show CIBW appear to still occur within 
the OCS historic range for this species in the winter.   

The most recent abundance estimate of 340 CIBW (CV = 0.08, 95% CI 291-398, Nmin = 
318) in June 2014 (Shelden et al. 2015) falls within the range of abundance estimates 
from the last 10 survey years (278 – 375 whales).  This is down from an historical 
estimate of 1,300 in 1979.  NOAA Fisheries designated the CIBW population as depleted 
under the MMPA in 2000, subsequently listing this population as an endangered 
species in 2008 under the ESA.   

Objectives:   

• Identify distribution and hot spots for CIBW throughout their winter range. 

• Assess winter spatial and temporal extent of CIBW in Cook Inlet, including OCS 
areas. 

• Make recommendations on precise spatial and temporal mitigation measures for 
CIBW. 

Methods:  NOAA Fisheries is conducting a four year (2018-2021) winter aerial survey 
program in upper Cook Inlet.  BOEM has partnered with NOAA Fisheries to expand 
these winter aerial surveys to lower Cook Inlet. Winter surveys through upper and 
Lower Cook Inlet will occur two times a year, in Fall (October, November) and Spring 
(March, April) in 2018-2021.  The lower Cook Inlet survey extends from East Forelands 
south to Homer on the east side and from West Forelands south to Kamishak Bay on the 
west side, as Nikiski (in close proximity to the Forelands) and Homer were identified as 
operating bases for exploration and development activities for Cook Inlet Lease Sale 
244, and would cover the historic range of this species.  At least initially, lower levels of 
OCS-related activity are expected during December and January, and the available 
daylight is limited, thus surveys are not planned during those months.  Protocols for 
aerial surveys of CIBW have been well developed (Shelden et al. 2013) and will be 
followed using a twin-engine, high-wing platform with bubble windows at the right- and 
left-forward observer positions and a 6 to 8-hour flying time.  Surveys may be 
augmented by deploying PAM moorings strategically placed throughout Cook Inlet with 
locations based on prior studies (Castellote et al. 2016), as funding permits. 

Specific Research Question(s):  What is the current winter range of the critically 
endangered Cook Inlet Beluga Whale population? 

Current Status:  Ongoing, data analysis and field planning underway 
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Publications Completed:  None. 

Affiliated WWW Sites:   

32Thttp://www.boem.gov/akstudies/32T  
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