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Press Release
Sakhalin Energy undertakes 2004 whale research program

Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk, Russian Federation, 13 August 2004: Sakhalin Energy Investment Company Ltd. (Sakhalin Energy) is currently undertaking its 2004 Western Gray Whale research programme, which is being conducted off the north-east coast of Sakhalin Island in Russia’s Far East.

Sakhalin Energy is funding the programme jointly with other oil companies working on Sakhalin offshore oil and gas projects, and over $2 million dollars is being spent this year.  Russian scientific institutions supervised by VNIRO (the All-Russian Fisheries and Oceanography Research Institute, Moscow), as well as international experts, are conducting the programme of studies which consists of:

· Marine acoustic monitoring work, including ambient noise monitoring and transmission loss experiments;

· Studies of benthic organisms;

· Photo Identification program;

· Aerial, vessel and shore based distribution surveys

· Whale behaviour, providing a basis to further document potential impacts on the whales;

· Further investigations regarding satellite tagging technology 

The onshore programme (distribution and behaviour studies) and aerial surveys started in July and the vessel based surveys in August. The surveys will run until October this year.

Sakhalin Energy, in partnership with other oil companies working on the Sakhalin Shelf, has been involved in the monitoring and research of the Western Gray Whale since 1997.   The long term monitoring and research undertaken over the last seven years has significantly increased the knowledge of Western Gray Whale ecology. For example, through benthic studies we know that the Piltun feeding area, and an offshore feeding area discovered in the last two years as a result of the monitoring work, are very rich in food resources. The presence and distribution of the whales offshore Sakhalin are directly related to the abundance of these food resources. 

Additionally, at least 10 new calves were identified in 2003 through Photo ID studies sponsored by Sakhalin Energy and partners.  While this is the highest number of calves recorded since the studies began, it is not expected again this year as these whales give birth on average about once every three years and the overall whale population estimate is low. Nonetheless, the birth of so many calves last year is encouraging, and the monitoring teams will be keeping watch for new offspring again this season.

In addition to contributing to a greater understanding of the Western Gray Whale population and its lifecycle offshore of Sakhalin, the research and monitoring programmes have contributed to the development of appropriate mitigation measures by Sakhalin Energy based on the best scientific knowledge available, and to ensure that potential impacts of its operations on the Western Gray Whales are minimised.  
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Notes to editors:

Sakhalin Energy and other oil companies working on Sakhalin offshore oil and gas projects continue to cooperate to assess and address cumulative impacts from industry development and to avoid impact on the whales resulting from multiple groups performing duplicate research.  The joint Western Gray Whale Monitoring and Research Programme for 2004 contains several components, such as Western Gray Whale distribution, prey studies, photo-ID studies, behavioural studies, and acoustic studies as discussed below:

Western Gray Whale distribution
Information on the distribution and relative abundance of Western Gray Whales in relation to offshore activities planned by Sakhalin Energy will be collected through aerial, vessel-based and vehicle-based surveys.

The aerial surveys allow the detection of regional-scale spatial “shifts” of gray whales. This information is important to Sakhalin Energy for planning future exploration and production programmes, and for evaluating existing mitigation and protection measures for Western Gray Whales. 

Systematic vessel-based surveys complement aerial surveys of the area. Vessel-based surveys provide more direct data on the numbers of feeding gray whales and allows the scientists to accurately count and observe whales. 

The objective of the onshore vehicle-based survey programme is to provide additional information on the distribution, abundance and behaviour of Western Gray Whales relative to one of the known coastal feeding areas (Piltun Bay feeding area), and near areas of particular interest to industry - e.g. planned offshore structures or proposed pipeline routes. 

Prey studies

The main reason that Western Gray Whales are present along the North East coast of Sakhalin Island is to feed. Within and between season movements of Western Gray Whales in the feeding areas along the North East coast of Sakhalin Island may be responses to changes in the distribution and abundance of prey within the area. Therefore, studying the distribution of the abundance of their prey may help to better understand the distribution patterns of Western Gray Whales.

Photo Identification Studies

Photo identification methods have proven extremely useful for Western Gray Whale studies, because individual whales have distinct natural marks along their sides, backs, and flukes. Photo identification surveys provide information on the annual return and site fidelity of individual Western Gray Whales, help define the local distribution and movement patterns of individual whales, establish the population size, survival, productivity and reproductive intervals of the population, and assess the physical condition of individual whales summering off Sakhalin Island.

Behavioural Studies

The objectives of the Western Gray Whale behaviour study are to ascertain baseline feeding and other behaviours, and behaviours potentially affected by industrial activities. The study is carried out from shore stations along the coast of the Western Gray Whale Piltun feeding area. Behaviour is studied in relation to activities, noise levels, and other factors measured in the field.

Acoustic Studies

Acoustic monitoring is being carried out during 2004, including ambient noise monitoring and transmission loss experiments near the Piltun and Offshore feeding areas that will enable assessment of potential cumulative effects. The study is being conducted in conjunction with the vessel-based Western Gray Whale prey, photo-identification and behavioural studies.

This joint Western Gray Whale Monitoring and Research Programme for 2004 is comprehensive, and builds on the work and expertise developed by the scientists involved in the project over the past several years.  It is the most comprehensive and largest whale project funded solely by industry for whales anywhere in the world.  Sakhalin Energy, along with other oil companies operating on the Sakhalin Shelf, is involved in overseeing the work so the information generated can be effectively incorporated into the implementation of the Sakhalin II Project.
