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Welcome to this first ASWN newsletter.  
 
As many readers know, the ASWN was formed in January 2015 in Dubai, following a workshop involving 
researchers from throughout the region working to study and conserve whales in the Arabian Sea.  The network 
has a simple and informal structure, with the main aim being to share data and resources among network 
members. This sharing has already started, with frequent email exchanges, “virtual meetings” (e.g. 
teleconferences) of network members, and a number of funding applications and other regional initiatives 
under way. 
 
Limited funds have been found within WWF Pakistan to support the development of an “infographic” that will 
provide a basic introduction to the Endangered Arabian Sea humpback whale population, its status as the only 
known non-migratory population of humpback whales in the world, and the conservation challenges it faces. 
This population is the catalyst that brought the network together, but members hope to exchange data on all 
species of whales in the region. The Emirates Wildlife Society - WWF (EWS-WWF) has also allocated some seed 
funding to initiate network coordination, and additional funds are being sought by the group for the 
development of an online database and website that the network can use to share whale photo-ID and other 
types of data, as well as to present the network to the outside world.  This will very likely follow the model 
established by the Southern Ocean Research Partnership (SORP - http://www.marinemammals.gov.au/sorp), 
who have agreed to share their experience and expertise with the ASWN. 
 
While we are developing this more complete online tool for the network, a temporary site has been set up for 
the sharing of documents, photos and resources:  http://arabianseawhalenetwork.org/. Please visit the site 
and download anything that is useful to you!  To contribute documents or resources to this site, please email 
them to gianna.minton@gmail.com.  We also aim to develop a logo for the network and hope to share some 
progress on this in the next months or two. 
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Humpback whale off the coast of Oman  
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From Our Members 
Sri Lanka 
(Text and images contributed by Anouk Ilankagoon anouk.ilangakoon@gmail.com, Asha De Vos 
ashadevos@gmail.com) 

There is no ongoing research focusing specifically on humpback whales in Sri Lanka at 
present due to the fact that the species is rare in the waters around the island with only 
occasional sightings and strandings being recorded. Research on general cetacean 
diversity has been ongoing since the early 1980’s and focused work on other baleen 
whales such as the more common blue whale is ongoing.  

An informal stranding network exists with most large whale strandings around the 
island being recorded. The developing whale watching industry around the island has 
become a source of opportunistic humpback whale sightings resulting in a few more 
sightings being recorded within the past few years.  Some education and awareness 
work is being presently carried out focusing on whale watch operators particularly in the 
south of Sri Lanka where the industry is targeting blue whales as the major attraction. 
This industry is presently operating in an unregulated manner that is detrimental to the 
whales and awareness programmes are attempting to use a bottom-up approach 
aimed at self-regulation since formal regulations are presently week and ineffective.   

There is quite a lot of published work related to large whales around Sri Lanka though 
not specifically related to humpback whales.  These publications are all being made 
available for sharing on the network’s website.  

Oman 

Environment Society of Oman (ESO): 
(Text and images contributed by Suaad al Haarthi, salharthi@eso.org.om): 
 
In March 2015, the Environment Society of Oman completed a second round of 
satellite tagging of Arabian Sea humpback whales.  Of the three males that were 
tagged, one was an individual that had also been tagged in 2014. The 2015 tags 
included depth profile information and transmitted successfully with the last signal 
received on 21 August 2015 after 160 days.  
 
The whales’ received tracks were used to create habitat density utilization maps and 
show a similar pattern of movement to those tagged in 2014, generally remaining within the vicinity of the tagging location (off Hasik) 
before heading north towards the Gulf of Masirah. The habitat utilization maps re-confirm previous vessel survey data that identified 
the Gulf of Masirah and the Hallaniyat/Hasik Bay area as humpback whale hotspots.  
 
But unlike 2014, this year’s data show the first recorded movement of an ASHW outside Oman’s waters into Yemen, before returning 
back to Omani waters where the last signal was received.  
 
The satellite tracking maps are available on “seaturtle.org” which allowed real-time tracking of whale movements by a wide general 
audience. Additionally, animated videos were generated (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XTeIdyv3yfc&feature=youtu.be) and 
shared on several social media platforms including Facebook, Twitter and Instagram.  

Left: Blue whale diving in a shipping lane off Sri Lanka. Right: Network members are working 
with Whalewatch operators off the coast of Sri Lanka to try and ensure that disturbance to 
the whales from this industry is minimized. 

UPCOMING EVENTS: 
 
End of October 2015   
Regional Observer Scheme Workshop in Oman:  
This will cover technical elements of recording 
and reporting bycatch, including training in 
identification of cetaceans are release from 
fishing gear. The event is being hosted by the 
Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries Wealth 
and will be attended by delegates from 
Pakistan and Iran, with expertise provided by 
those engaged in Arabian Sea humpback 
whale research from WCS and Five Oceans 
Environmental Services. 
 
November 2015  
Beach stranding and entanglement workshop 
in Oman: The training is being hosted by the 
Ministry of Environment and Climate Affairs 
with training supported by the International 
Whaling Commission 'Global Whale 
Entanglement Network', IFAW, U.S Department 
of Interior International Technical Assistance 
Programme and Five Oceans Environmental 
Services. 
 
12th – 19th December 2015, 
See you in San Francisco! 
 

A number of network members are planning to 
attend the Society for Marine Mammalogy 
Biennial Conference in San Francisco on 
December 12-19. 
While it is too early to present anything on the 
network at the conference, we will take 
advantage of the opportunity to get together 
and discuss network activities and meet with 
other whale researchers who have been 
involved in similar initiatives. 
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The ESO is aiming to complete a third round of satellite tagging in November 2015.  
This fieldwork will broaden the geographic and temporal scope of the study by 
using the Gulf of Masirah as a base and tagging in November (previous tagging was 
conducted in Feb-May). Past data show that working in the Gulf of Masirah will yield 
a higher chance of encountering and tagging females which are the target of this 
next expedition. 
 
Passive Acoustic Data Analysis:  
(Text contributed by Salvatore Cerchio cerchio@gmail.com) 
Passive acoustic monitoring using three archival recorders was conducted by ESO 
and Five Oceans (a collaborative Environmental Consultancy company) during a 
two year period at two locations off the coast of Oman in order to monitor for 
humpback whales.  
 
The recorders were deployed in Halaniyats Bay during 2011/2012, and in the Gulf 
of Masirah during 2012/2013. Recording was continuous during short periods 
when the research team was working in the area, and otherwise duty cycled during 
most of the year, allowing for spatial coverage of a representative acoustic sample 
at each location.  ESO has secured funding through Shell Development Oman to 
allow Salvatore Cerchio (New England Aquarium) to analyse these data over the 
next year.  The objectives are to assess the archived data for presence of humpback whales, and other low-frequency vocalizing 
baleen whales, characterize ambient noise for the 2011-2013 data sets, and describe temporal song changes and any regional 
differences. 
 
Genetic Analysis:  
(Text contributed by Howard Rosenbaum hrosenbaum@wcs.org) 
A grant from the International Whaling Commission will help to cover lab and analysis costs for additional ASHW samples collected in 
Oman during fieldwork from 2011 onward (led by ESO and Five Oceans).  This analysis will be conducted by WCS as part of the long-
term and developing study on the population genetics of this population. 
 
Mitigation of risks from vessel traffic in the Port of Duqm in Oman:  
(Text and images contributed by Robert Baldwin robert.baldwin@5oes.com  and Andrew Willson andy.willson@5oes.com) 
Five Oceans has been working closely with Port of Duqm Company to establish ways of minimising potential impacts to whales from 
port activities, especially the risk of ship strikes. This has involved development of detection, reporting and response systems, as well 
as awareness outreach and specific mitigation measures, such as the implementation of a 10 knot speed limit for vessels during port 
approach across the continental shelf. Software has been designed by Five Oceans for incorporation in the Port of Duqm Vessel Traffic 
Control System which will allow whale management to be an integral part of port operations. Training is currently underway for 
identified port personnel. 
 

Iran (Text and images contributed by Hamed Moshri moshiri@plan4land.org) 
Plan4theLand has been working to improve its stranding network, and 
has shared a complete record of all baleen strandings in preparation 
for a regional analysis of baleen whale occurrence and a report to the 
next IWC meeting.  The group has also shared news of opportunistic 
sightings of baleen whales, such as the video taken around Kish Island 
(unfortunately it was not possible to confirm the species of whale from 
the video).  
 
Plan4theLand has been undertaking boat-based field work since 2014.  
A team of 4 individuals (3 core members and 1 rotating volunteer) has 
spent one week in the field per month, leading to a total of 15 field trips 
with 47 days (163 hours and 2718 kms) of boat survey effort. So far 
sightings have consisted mostly of humpback dolphins, with no direct observations of baleen whales. Plan4theLand has also 
developed educational materials for different age groups, including books designed for children and an infographic leaflet of do’s and 
don’ts at the time of stranding. Financial constraints have made this effort modest so far – with activities in 5 schools reaching 370 
students during a 2 day programme.  More educational outreach activities are planned for the next academic year. 

Oman tagging field team (top left photos) and 
seaturtle.org map of the positions of the satellite tagged 
whale Nus al Qamar or “Half Moon”. The colour of each 
points indicates the number of days following tag 
attachment (see coloured bar above the map). 
 

Plan4theLand team engaged in boat-based fieldwork 
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Plan4theLand has high hopes for what it could achieve with more funding 
and logistical support:   
 Boat surveys in the south-east of Iran (Gulf of Oman coast) that 
require more funding and a sea-worthy vessel. 
 Environmental monitoring that requires more sophisticated 
equipment, such as a hydrophone, sound trap, and multi-parameter water 
quality meter. 

Pakistan  
(Text and images contributed by Muhammad Shoaib Kiani, 
shoaib.cemb@gmail.com) 
Whale research and conservation in Pakistan is developing gradually 
though it relies primarily on opportunistic efforts. Recently the team at 
the Centre of Excellence in Marine Biology (CEMB) and Institute of 
Marine Science, University of Karachi, collated a total of 27 records of 
sightings or strandings of large whales. These records, which span the 
last 13 years, include 2 blue whales (Balaenoptera musculus), 8 
humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae), 6 Bryde’s whales 
(Balaenoptera edeni/brydei), 6 sperm whales (Physeter 
macrocephalus), 1 Cuvier’s beaked whale (Ziphius cavirostris), 1 
Longman’s beaked whale (Indopacetus pacificus) and 3 large 
unidentified whales.  
 
The Cetacean Conservation Pakistan (CCP) project team also measured, 
identified and archived whale skeletons placed at various relevant 
institutions, e.g. Zoological Survey of Pakistan (4), Maritime Museum (1), 
Sindh Wildlife Department (1) and Zoology Museum Karachi University 
(1). Whale skeletons at Sindh Wildlife and Zoology Museum Karachi 
University were also properly articulated by team CCP for use as 
educational resource for visitors.  
 
Samples for genetic studies have been collected from 2 blue whales, 1 
humpback whale, 3 sperm whales and 2 Bryde’s whales. Some of these 
samples still need to be transferred for study to an advanced molecular 
laboratory while others have been analysed and will be published soon 
(Gore et al. in prep). Two PhDs on marine cetaceans have been 
produced by CEMB, University of Karachi and an additional student is 
enrolled in a PhD program and is studying whale skeletons.  
 
An informal stranding response network comprising fishermen and local 
community members is functional on the entire coastline of Pakistan. 
This network coordinates the reporting and rescue of live-stranded 
cetaceans. Two humpback whales (including one calf), 1 bottlenose dolphin, 2 humpback dolphins and 1 Longman’s beaked whale 
have been rescued successfully (See photo). The popular press has taken genuine interest in highlighting such events and in raising 
awareness. 
 
In 2012 WWF-Pakistan initiated a project to assess by-catch in the tuna gillnet fishery of Pakistan. One Bryde’s whale and numerous 
dolphins have been killed in the last few months. This project has also educated and trained tuna fishers for safe rescue of entangled 
large marine vertebrates such as turtles, birds, whale sharks and cetaceans 
 
Whale researchers from Pakistan take an active part in regional initiatives for Arabian Sea humpback whale research. For example, 
M.S. Kiani has been working with Oman Whale and Dolphin Research Group since 2006 and has participated in various trainings on 
line transect methods, acoustic grid search, satellite tagging, biopsy and marine mammal observations during seismic surveys. 
 

 

The Arabian Sea Whale Network has been formed with support from WWF International, WWF Pakistan, Emirates Wildlife Society -WWF 
(EWS-WWF), the Marine Mammal Commission and the Wildlife Conservation Society.   
 
For more information see the temporary website:   
www.arabianseawhalenetwork.org or contact Arabian.sea.whale.network@gmail.com. 
 

Plan4theLand team investigating a stranding and engaged in 
boat-based fieldwork. 

Left: Measurement of a whale skeleton at Zoological Survey 
Department Museum, Karachi in 2008. Right: Articulation of the 
Arabian Sea humpback whale at the Sindh Wildlife Department, 
Karachi in 2008. 

Top: A live stranded humpback whale calf at Ormara beach 
(Balochistan) was rescued with help of the local community and the 
Pakistan Navy in 2009 & an entangled humpback whale was 
rescued with assistance from the local fishing community at Gunz 
(Balochistan) in 2012. Bottom: Interviews with fishermen. 
 

India   (Text contributed by Dipani Sutaria, dipani.sutaria@gmail.com) 
The Indian field team, coordinated by network member Dipani Sutaria, has 
carried out interviews and workshops along the southern coast of 
Maharashtra to collect data on marine mammals. Interviews have been 
carried out in three locations in Gujarat. The team has also carried out two 
workshops with the Sunni sea-going people's association in regards to 
informing them about marine mammals and at-sea data collection. One 
Indian fishermen provided a report of a whale sighted off the coast of 
Oman, which the team has shared with network members in Oman. 


