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Shipping and underwater noise: a growing risk to 
marine life globally
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Shipping in the world’s 
oceans

• Underwater noise from shipping leading 
contributor to ocean noise globally

• Shipping has increased the amount of 
underwater noise in the ocean over past 50 
years

• Ship noise is present even away from shipping 
lanes due to long-range propagation

• Evidence of impacts on a multitude of species 
– whales, sea turtles, fish, invertebrates
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Corcovado Gulf 
Includes regionally 
important feeding 
and nursing 
grounds for 
Endangered blue 
whales.

At least 16 
different 
activities are 
prompting 
growing maritime 
traffic.
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South Lantau Waters
Home to Indo-
pacific humpback 
dolphins and 
finless porpoises.

Heavy hourly, local 
and high-speed 
ferry traffic 24 
hours a day. Vessel 
traffic is expected 
to increase due to 
marine 
development.
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Great Barrier Reef

Vitally important to 30 
species of whales and 
dolphins, as well as mating 
and calving grounds for 
humpback whales. 

Export of natural 
resources via 
shipping is 
projected to 
increase.
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Bering Strait 
Biological corridor 
for mass seasonal 
migrations of 
millions of animals 
including whales, 
seals, walrus and 
sea birds. 

The only link 
between the 
Pacific and Arctic 
oceans, will 
become a key 
shipping corridor 
as sea ice 
disappears. 
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Salish Sea
Home to 37 
species of marine 
mammals, 
including the 
Endangered 
southern resident 
killer whale.

Important point of 
entry for 
international 
shipping between 
South Asia and 
North America. 
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Istanbul Strait
Biological corridor 
between the 
Mediterranean 
and Black seas. 
Home to 
Vulnerable  
subspecies of 
dolphins and 
harbour porpoises. 

Cargo ship traffic 
has increased 
tenfold over the 
past 80 years. 
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North West Mediterranean 

Primary feeding 
ground for globally 
Vulnerable fin 
whales.

One of the busiest 
seas in the world, 
traffic is expected 
to double in 15 to 
20 years. 
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Hellenic Trench 
Important habitat 
for Endangered 
Mediterranean 
sperm whales and 
Vulnerable 
Cuvier’s beaked 
whales. 

Heavy commercial 
and recreational 
shipping traffic will 
continue to 
increase. 
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Underwater noise 
from shipping: 

Arctic 
Ocean

Underwater noise from shipping mapped from 2013 – 2019 across the Arctic Ocean

In some regions, an increase of 5 – 15 dB over six years (@ 25 and 63 Hz) = a 
doubling of noise

Where shipping overlaps with noise-sensitive species, high levels of excess noise (15 
– 30 dB @ 25 and 63 Hz)

Fig. 1. Pan-Arctic 25Hz decidecade band weekly median SEL for a) 
March 2015 and b) September 2015 (SEL is in units of dB/μPa2). 
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Solutions and 
management
A range of measures deployed/considered in 
different locations

• Rerouting vessels

• Reducing maritime traffic speeds

• Offering financial incentives for quiet vessels

• Producing educational tools for voyage 
planning

• Providing support for research and monitoring

Quieter design, maintenance, policy
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Thank you

For more information:

Melanie Lancaster
mlancaster@wwfcanada.org

Case studies, report and infographic:
https://wwfwhales.org/resources

mailto:mlancaster@wwfcanada.org
https://wwfwhales.org/resources
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