n 2007 Whale Trust supported studies on humpback whale song

(PI Jim Darling) and female mating strategy and behavior (PI
Meagan Jones) in Hawaii, and provided a second year of assis-
tance to a study of humpback whales on a breeding ground in the
northern Philippine Islands (PI Jo Marie Acabes) and to graduate
student, Elisa Girola.

FUNCTION OF THE HUMPBACK WHALE SONG

This study, underway since 1996, has investigated the attrib-
utes, behavior and interactions of singers leading to proposals of
the role of song in humpback breeding behavior. This research
has included genetic determination of the sex of whales that
joined singers (males), measuring the relative size of singers for
correlation with their song composition, and a study of the inter-
actions of neighboring singers. The 2007 field effort focused on
completion of song playback experiments started in 2005. This
playback work, where a song (chosen by the researcher) is played
back to a singer with an underwater speaker and reactions meas-
ured is one test of the hypothesis that the song plays a role in
organizing male relations on the breeding ground.

This playback study arose from observations of the variability

in natural interactions between neighboring singers on the breed-

ing ground. At times one singer stopped singing and joined its

The result would allow comparison of the songs of smaller singers
versus larger singers to test this hypothesis of dominance.

In 2005, Elisa Girola, a student from the University of Trieste,
Italy, contacted us wishing to study humpback whale song as part
of a graduate project. We suggested she compare the songs we had
collected of larger and smaller whales. With a huge amount of
detailed song analysis, looking at many different characteristics of
the sounds themselves and composition of the songs, she essential-
ly found no clear differences between the songs of smaller and larg-
er singers. We must be cautious here and add that the sample sizes
for comparison were small (as the field work of measuring singers
led to a relatively small sample of clearly small and large animals).
The results of this study are quite important in that they do not
support the hypothesis that the song is a display of dominance or

reflective of the size of the singer.

FEMALE MATING STRATEGY AND BEHAVIOR

The 2007 season was the fifth, and final year of fieldwork
towards Meagan’s Ph.D. dissertation investigating female behavior
on the Hawaiian breeding grounds. Over the last few years this
study has involved genetic sexing of adults in pairs to determine
the presence of females, measurement of flukes of whales to esti-

mate size and age of individuals in female/male pairs, random sur-
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led by Jo Marie Acebes for the past two years. During that
time, individual identification and song recordings have,
among other things, helped with the definition of the pop-
ulation — with numerous matches made to Japanese breed-
ing areas (which in turn have matches to Hawaii), and
comparison of song between Hawaii and Philippines indi-
cating some degree of association between the regions. In
addition this study supplied a sample of songs to Jim
Darling for a three-way comparison between Philippines,
Japan and Hawaii as part of the song function study.

The 2006 and 2007 season in the Philippines docu-

mented occurrence of dynamite blasts in the breeding area

and their potential impact on the humpback whales.
The dynamite is used by fishermen on the nearby reefs
and shipwrecks. The explosions are clearly heard on the
song recordings, although at this time the sample is not
sufficient to determine impact. Jo Marie, armed with
recordings, attended an international conference on the
effects of sound on aquatic life in August to ask for
assistance with this issue.

The first paper describing the Philippine assembly of
humpback whales will be published in the Journal of
Cetacean Research and Management in the next few

months.



