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The intricate system of fjords, channels and open gulfs of Chilean Patagonia, in particular the Corcovado Gulf, is home to the largest known blue whale feeding ground in the Southern Hemisphere, in terms of the numbers of animals that feed there during summer months. Blue whales are the largest, and loudest, animal to have ever roamed the Earth. They were heavily hunted by whaling fleets until the ban on industrial whaling came into place in 1986, but by then certain populations had been hunted down to as little as 1% of their initial numbers, with Southern Hemisphere blue whales being the worst hit. Even today, very little is known about their basic biology and movements, especially in the Southern Hemisphere, due to the difficulty in accessing their open ocean realms, their low numbers and their elusive nature.

Blue whale song can travel over thousands of kilometers, across entire oceans. This is how they stay in touch in a sea of sound, where vision is limited. The utterances of this gentle giant are the loudest animal sound in the world. Their song, much like a dialect, can tell us where they come from and where they are going, along their long migrations between breeding grounds in warm tropical waters and feeding grounds in cold nutritious waters. This is why we have been recording the Chilean blue whale song in the waters of Patagonia since 2008, in an attempt to better understand their identity and movements, and ultimately make a difference in the protection of their feeding ground habitat and the recovery of their numbers off the coast of South America. 

This whale song acoustics project fits into a larger blue whale conservation project run by a Chilean NGO, the Blue Whale Centre (www.ballenazul.org), that tracks their local movements in the feeding ground from a land-based station and their longer distance movements across the Pacific using identification photos of their fins, and that also studies their genetic identity and toxicology. In the past year, a new line of research has been added, investigating how the ecosystem of the feeding ground works and the reasons for which huge swarms of krill- blue whale’s main food source - gather in the waters of Chilean Patagonia. This new focus on krill not only relates to blue whales, but to other species, such as humpback whales, sea birds and commercially important fish that may feed on krill. Ultimately this information goes towards building a stronger case for a Multiple-Use Marine Protected area in the Corcovado Gulf, in collaboration with WWF Chile (http://chile.panda.org/que_hacemos/wow/), which would ensure the better planning and sustainability of human activities (industrial salmon farming, a USD 1.8 billion industry, shipping, traditional fishing and ecotourism) but also habitat protection for blue whales and other species.

I am a PhD candidate in Oceanography at the University of Concepcion in the South of Chile. I have been working on blue whale song since 2008, funded by One World Wildlife, and since February of 2011, on the ecology and distribution patterns of krill. In order to carrying on this research, I need funds to pay for boat time so that I can get out and study the Chilean blue whale population using recordings of their song dialects and study the krill they feed on, either directly by measuring it using nets, or indirectly (and with better precision), using fisheries acoustics equipment available to me at the University of Concepcion. These funds would also be of direct benefit to the local community, as they would be used to pay local skippers for the hire and operation of their vessels. This data will help me find out how Chilean blue whales are related to other blue whale populations in the South Pacific, what their migration routes might be, how important the Patagonian feeding ground might be for the recovery of their numbers, the distribution and abundance of krill within the feeding ground, and the possible oceanographic reasons for its’ abundance, year after year, in the waters of the Corcovado Gulf. 

