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| INTRODUCTION

The following reports on studies on marine mammals in Icelandic and adjacent waters in 2015. While most
of the studies were conducted by the Marine Research Institute (MRI, since 2016 MFRI) and it's various
research partners, queries for information on research were sent to all offices or individuals known to have
been involved in marine mammal research or data collection during the period. These include Husavik
Research Centre (HRC), Husavik Whale Museum (HWM); Faxafl6i Cetacean Research project (FCR),
Innovation Centre, Iceland (ICI); Keldur, Institute for Experimental Pathology (KIEP); The Institute of
Natural History (INH); University of Iceland (UI), University of British Columbia in Canada, University of
Barcelona in Spain, University of St Andrews in Scotland, Icelandic Seal Center (ISC), Institute of
Freshwater Fisheries (IFF) as well as data collection from private commercial platforms such as whaling
and whale watching companies.

1 RESEARCH BY SPECIES 2015

Fin whale
Fin whales were a primary target species of the Icelandic and Faroese NASS15 shipboard surveys

(Vikingsson and Gunnlaugsson 2015b). Appreciable changes in fin whale catch distribution of
Iceland in 2014 were reported (Vikingsson et al. 2015).

The MRI continued extensive sampling from fin whales brought to the Hvalfjoérdur whaling station
for studies on biological parameters, feeding ecology, genetics and energetics.

A whale research team from the University of British Columbia has conducted various research
prjects on fin whales at the whaling station in Hvalfjérdur in recent years. In 2015 the research
program focused on analysis of anatomical features related to engulfment feeding and diving in
fin whales. This includes a study of many structures in the head and thorax including diaphragm,
arteries, nerves and muscles in the ventral groove blubber and tongue, esophagus, pharynx, lung
and baleen. The aim is two-fold: 1. to understand how rorqual whales have evolved the capacity
to engulf extremely large volumes of water containing prey, filter the prey items from the water,
and swallow the prey rapidly with total protection of the airway. 2. to explore mechanisms that
protect against adverse effects of rapid descent in the ocean that must cause transient pressure
gradients in the thorax, vascular system, and lungs. These are ongoing studies which were
presented at conferences in 2015 and now being written for publications.
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The MRI cooperates on fin whale research with the Department of Animal Biology, University of
Barcelona, Spain. Research in 2015 focused on the use of stable isotope values to gain better
understanding of feeding and migration of the fin whales caught off Iceland. Studies have been
conducted in a variety of tissues, including skin, muscle, baleen plates, scats and stomach
contents, as well as in bone samples collected in the 1980s.

Common minke whale

Common Biological sampling from the minke whale hunt in Iceland continued under the
auspices of the MRI.

MRI scientists participated in genetic collaborative work on stock structure issues relevant to
management of minke whales.

Studies continued at the MRI on the development of a new ageing method for common minke
whales.

Humpback whale

Humpback whales were the primary species of a whale observation effort onboard a capelin
survey vessel 14 Sept - 4 Oct 2015 (Gunnlaugsson et al. 2016), The humpbacks are concentrated
in the area where capelin is detected and this is of interest in the modeling of the capelin stock..

The HRCin Husavik contined their long-term photo-identification and sightings studies of
cetaceans in Skjalfandi bay. The MRI continued their photo-identification studies including the
establishment of a central national humpback whale photo-id database.

Three humpback whales were instrumented with satellite tags in October 2015 in a cooperative
project between the MRI and the exhibition Whales of Iceland, Reykjavik.

Blue whale
The HRC made recordings of blue whales using a large hydrophone array and recordings of
white-beaked dolphins using a 16-hydrophone array.

N-Bottlenose whale

In 2015, the laboratory of Patrick Miller from University of St Andrews in Scotland led a 4-week
expedition starting in June working in the coastal waters of northern Iceland and waters between
Iceland and Jan Mayen. This trial built upon research in the Jan Mayen area in 2013 and 2014,
which had the dual objectives of using animal-attached tags to study the body condition of large
cetaceans, and studying northern bottlenose whales in the waters north of Iceland and in particular
using at-sea experiments to how they respond to underwater anthropogenic noise. The outcome of
the 2015 trial is reported in full in a cruise report (Miller et al. 2015). A publication (Miller et al.
2015) reported the first results of how Hyperoodon responded to underwater noise presented in an
at-sea experiment.

Killer whale
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Data collection continued for MRI’s research project on killer whale ecology and behaviour in
Breidafjorour Bay Work (late winter) and around the Vestmannaeyjar Islands (summer). This
project was finalized in 2015, but a continuation of the project has received additional funding for
another three years.

Harbour porpoise

Collaboration of the MR1 with the University of Potsdam on harbour porpoise genetics is ongoing
(Lah et al. 2016).

Harbour seals

The event “The great seal count” was carried the 19" of July 2015 for the ninth year in a row in
Hunafloi bay by volunteers under supervision of the ISC. All seals on the coastline of Vatnsnes
and Heggstadanes peninsulas in Hanafloi bay were counted (~100 km). The count resulted in 446
seals (mainly harbour seals), compared to 706 in the same area and time of year in 2014,

A study on the effect of seals on salmonids was initiated in 2009 by ISC and IFF. The main goal
iIs to determine feeding habits of seals in river mouths in the north western part of Iceland,
especially in regards of the effect of seals on salmonids. Different methods are used (Hard-part
analysis, stable isotope analysis and prey-DNA analysis using barcoding). The diet project is in
cooperation with ISC, Stockholm University, Natural History Museum in Stockholm and BioPol
in Skagastrond Iceland. Statistical analysis of the data and writing of reports and scientific papers
were ongoing.

The effect of seal watching on the behaviour and distribution of harbour seals has been studied by
ISC and IFF since 2008. During 2015 the compliance of tourists to seal watching codes was
investigated by a masterstudent (Marschall 2015).

Grey seals
No research on grey seals was carried out by ISC in 2014, but a planned grey seal census survey
is planned for 2017.

Other pinniped species
ISC monitors visits of vagrant seals to the coast of Iceland by collecting information about such
visits from the news or human resources (photos of life animals).

Reported sightings of vagrant species in 2015.
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1l ONGOING (CURRENT) RESEARCH

Cetaceans

As in 2015 humpback whales were the primary species of a whale observation effort onboard two
capelin survey vessels 10 Sept - 4 Oct 2016, The humpbacks were similarly concentrated in the
area where capelin was detected and this is of interest in the modeling of the capelin stock. Of
surprise at this time of season was the high density of fin whales more distributed in the southern
part of the surveyed area. Point estimates for fin and humpback whales in the area in 2015
(shown with grey borders on Fig 1) were reported in Gunnlaugsson et al (2016).
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Fig 1. Sightings of humpback whales (blue) and covered trask lines (red) in capelin surveys
Sept-October 2015 (left) and 2016 (right). Estimates have been produced for 2015 (grey

boardered area).

The aerial (Partenavia) component if the Iclandic NASS15 resulted in very low coverage and was
repeated using a Twin Otter aircraft in 2016. Analysis of the results and those from the NASS15
are in preparation.

Pinnipeds

An aerial harbour seal census was carried out in 2016 to estimate population size. Analysis is
currently ongoing. The seal count in Hunafléi bay is conducted annually in the end of July by the
ISC (since 2007).

Dietary studies of harbour seals that haul-out in river mouths in the north west of Iceland (by ISC
and IFF), with special efforts put on investigating the effect of seals on salmonids has continued
during 2016 and some results have been published in 2016.

A study on the effect of tourism on the spatial and behavioural haul-out patterns of harbour seal
initiated in 2008 by ISC and IFF will continue the following years. A study of the potential effect
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of boat-based seal watching on seal behaviour is ongoing. The perception of marine mammal
watching tourists towards marine mammal conservation and management in Iceland is being
investigated by ISC and IFF in co-operation with Stockholm University.

In addition, data of abundance and haul-out patterns of harbour seals at VVatnsnes peninsula has
been published by the ISC and IFF.

v ADVICE GIVEN AND MANAGEMENT MEASURES TAKEN

Cetaceans

Based on assessments conducted by the Scientific Committees of NAMMCO and the IWC, the MRI
recommended that annual catches in 2016-2017 do not exceed 146 fin whales on the East Greenland —
Iceland management area. On the same basis the MRI recommended maximum annual takes of 224 common
minke whales in the Icelandic continental shelf (CIC) area, and 121 animals in the CM area (Jan Mayen) in
2016 and 2018.

Pinnipeds

MRI advised that reporting of all seal hunt should be mandatory. MRI will release advice based on the
management objectives set for harbour and grey seals in Iceland after the harbour seal census in the
summer of 2016.
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Vi APPENDIX 1- CATCH DATA
See separate sheet.

VIl APPENDIX 2 - BY-CATCH DATA

a. Short narrative
By-catch in research surveys and when observed by inspectors on fisheries vessels is reported
here. No significant changes have occurred in the by-catch reporting from fishermen (see last
years Iceland progress report and the report from the NAMMCO Scientific Committee Working
Group on By-catch, 29 February 2016, Reykjavik), therefore the limited records available are not
reported here. Genetic samples from 23 by-caught harbour porpoises and 4 fetuses were however
received from voluntary fishermen (mainly from lumpsucker nets) in 2015.

VIII  APPENDIX 3 - STRANDINGS!

a. Short narrative
All cetacean strandings should be reported to the MR and when possible genetic samples are stored
in the genetic database at the institute.
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