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Background

Vessel strikes can injure or kill species protected under the Endangered Species Act (ESA) and
the Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA). NOAA Fisheries Southeast Regional Office
(SERO) Protected Resources Division (PRD) advises implementing the following identification
and avoidance measures to reduce the risk of vessel strikes and disturbance from vessels to
protected species under our jurisdiction. [NOTE: Manatees are managed under the jurisdiction of
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.]

Protected Species Awareness

All vessel operators and crews should be informed about the potential presence of species
protected under the ESA and the MMPA. All on-site project personnel are responsible for
observing water-related activities for the presence of protected species. To determine which
protected species may be found in the transit area, please review the relevant ESA-listed species
and marine mammals in the NOAA Species Directory (https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/find-
species). All personnel should be advised that there are civil and criminal penalties for harming,
harassing, or killing ESA-listed species and all species of marine mammals protected under the
MMPA. Additional project-specific measures may be required in addition to the measures listed
below. Personnel should consult all permits and any ESA Section 7 consultation documents if
applicable.

Vessel Strike Avoidance Measures
The following measures should be taken when they are consistent with safe navigation to avoid
causing injury or death of a protected species.

e Vessel operators and crews should maintain a vigilant watch for protected species
while underway to reduce the risk of collisions. When possible, post dedicated lookouts
to observe for protected species, and minimize transits and reduce speed at night and
other times when visibility is reduced. Even with a vigilant watch, most marine
protected species are extremely difficult to see from a boat or ship, and you cannot rely
on detecting them visually and then taking evasive action. The most effective way to
reduce the risk of collisions is to travel at a slow, safe speed in locations where
protected species are expected to occur.

e Follow deep-water routes (e.g., marked channels) whenever possible.

e Operate at “Idle/No Wake” speed in shallow water, in all construction areas, and as
required by state and federal regulations.

e [Ifaprotected species is sighted near or in the vessel’s path, the operator should reduce
speed, come to a stop, alter course or take other immediate action to avoid a collision, as
safety allows. Wait for the animal(s) to move away. Depart the area at a slow, safe
speed, as other protected species could be in close proximity.

e Do not approach, harass, or overtake protected species. Maintain at least 500 yards
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(1,500 feet) from North Atlantic right whales, 100 yards (300 feet) from all other whale
species, and 50 yards (150 feet) from all other highly mobile protected species.

e When dolphins are bow- or wake-riding, maintain course and speed as long as it is safe to
do so or until the animal(s) leave the vicinity of the vessel. Avoid abrupt changes in
direction until the animal(s) has left the area, unless a collision is unavoidable/imminent.

e See below for additional recommendations and requirements for endangered North
Atlantic right whales and Rice’s whales.

Injured or Dead Protected Species Reporting
Vessel crews should report sightings of any injured or dead protected species immediately
regardless of whether the injury or death is caused by your vessel.

e Injured, dead, or entangled marine mammals in Southeast U.S. waters should be reported
to 877-WHALE-HELP (877-942-5343).

e Injured, dead, or entangled sea turtles in Southeast U.S. waters should be reported to 844-
SEA-TRTL (844-732-8785).

e Please see How to Report a Stranded or Injured Marine Animal
(https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/report) for other protected species and regions.

e Mariners can also report injured or dead protected species to the U.S. Coast Guard via
VHF Channel 16 if telephone service is unavailable.

If the injury or death is caused by your vessel, also report the interaction to NOAA Fisheries
SERO PRD at takereport.nmfsser@noaa.gov. Please include the species involved, its condition,
the time and location where the interaction occurred, the circumstances of the interaction,
photos (if available), and contact information for the person who can provide additional details
if requested. Please include the project’s Environmental Consultation Organizer (ECO) number
and project title in the subject line of email reports if a consultation has been completed.

Reporting Violations

To report any suspected ESA or MMPA violation, call the NOAA Fisheries Enforcement
Hotline. This hotline is available 24 hours a day, 7 days week for anyone in the United States.
NOAA Fisheries Enforcement Hotline: (800) 853-1964

Additional Requirements and Recommendations for Right Whales in Atlantic Ocean
Waters

North Atlantic right whales are endangered baleen whales that live along the Atlantic coast of
the U.S. and Canada. Right whales are at heightened risk for vessel strikes because they spend a
lot of time at or close to the water surface. They can also be difficult to spot from vessels due to
their dark color and lack of a dorsal fin. Each November through April, right whales migrate to
waters along the Southeast Atlantic coast (North Carolina to Florida) where they typically occur
in ocean waters within 30 miles of shore. Right whales occasionally swim into the Gulf of
America (“Gulf”).

e Federal regulation prohibits approaching or remaining within 500 yards of a North
Atlantic right whale (50 CFR 224.103(c)). All whales sighted in Southeast U.S. Atlantic
waters should be assumed to be right whales unless confirmed otherwise.
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Most vessels 65 feet or longer must slow to speeds of 10 knots or less in Seasonal
Management Areas (SMAs) along the U.S. Atlantic at certain times of year (50 CFR
224.105). SMAs along the Southeast U.S. Atlantic coast are active from November
through April. More information can be found at Reducing Vessel Strikes to North
Atlantic Right Whales (https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/national/endangered-species-
conservation/reducing-vessel-strikes-north-atlantic-right-whales).

NOAA Fisheries may issue temporary, voluntary 10 knot speed slow zones at certain
times when right whales are detected visually or acoustically outside of active SMAs.
NOAA recommends that vessels slow to 10 knots when they enter these voluntary speed
zones. Mariners can sign up for email or text notifications about the latest voluntary slow
zones at https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/USNOAAFISHERIES/signup/31395.
Prior to transiting in Atlantic waters, vessel operators should go to WHALEMAP
(https://whalemap.org/) to check for recent right whale sightings, active SMAs, and
voluntary slow zones in their transit area.

Additional Transit and Reporting Recommendations for Rice’s Whales in Gulf Waters
Rice’s whale is an endangered baleen whale species that lives year-round in the Gulf. Rice’s
whales are most likely to be found in waters along the edge of the Gulf continental shelf from
Florida to Texas, usually in waters 100-400 meters (328-1,312 ft) deep. They are likely to occur
in similar habitats in Mexican waters.

Vessel crews operating in federal ocean waters of the Gulf should be made aware of
endangered Rice’s whales by viewing the Have You Seen A Rice’s Whale? placard at
https://www fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/outreach-materials/have-you-seen-rices-whale.
Maintain a distance of at least 100 yards from all Rice’s whales. All whales observed in
or near Gulf waters 100-400 m deep should be assumed to be a Rice’s whale, unless
confirmed otherwise.

To reduce the risk of vessel strikes with Rice’s whales, vessels are encouraged to avoid or
minimize transit distance in Gulf waters at depths of 100-400 meters (328-1,312 feet, or
55-219 fathoms), especially at night and during other periods with poor visibility. If
operating in Gulf waters 100-400 meters deep cannot be avoided, vessels are strongly
encouraged to reduce speed to 10 knots or less when operating or transiting through 100-
400 meter waters, especially at night and during other periods of poor visibility.

All confirmed or suspected sightings of Rice’s whales should be reported immediately by
calling 1-877-WHALE-HELP (877-942-5343). If a telephone connection is not available,
sighting reports should be emailed to rices.whale@noaa.gov. Sighting reports should
include the time, date, and location (latitude/longitude) of the sighting, number of whales,
description of the whale behavior, whether any photos or video were taken,
PSO/reporter’s name, PSO provider company (if applicable), and contact info. These
near-real-time reporting recommendations are in addition to, and do not replace, other
whale reporting obligations required of a permittee.

For additional information, please contact NOAA Fisheries SERO PRD at:
NOAA Fisheries Service

Southeast Regional Office

263 13™ Avenue South
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St. Petersburg, Florida 33701
Visit us on the web at Protected Marine Life in the Southeast
(https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/region/southeast#protected-marine-life)
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