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Introduction  

 This report forms part of a multi-institutional monitoring project intended to provide 

information on the species composition, population identity, density and baseline behavior of 

marine mammals and sea turtles present in Navy range complexes along the Atlantic coast.  This 

program began in 2007, with baseline aerial and vessel surveys and a passive acoustic 

monitoring program in Onslow Bay, North Carolina and has since expanded to include study 

areas off Jacksonville, Florida and Cape Hatteras, North Carolina. In Onslow Bay, six years of 

monitoring have yielded a comprehensive picture of the density, distribution and abundance of 

marine mammals and sea turtles and provided new insights into residency patterns among 

pelagic delphinid cetaceans in this region.  More than four years of monitoring in Jacksonville 

have provided similar information on the density and distribution of marine mammals and sea 

turtles in this area.  In Cape Hatteras, almost three years of surveys have provided preliminary 

information on the complex patterns of distribution and diversity of the marine mammals and sea 

turtles in this highly productive area.  The current report builds on this past body of work and 

describes monitoring activities that occurred between January and December 2013. 
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Summary of Cape Hatteras Aerial Surveys 

 This chapter describes the aerial surveys conducted in the Cape Hatteras, North Carolina 

study area between January 2013 and December 2013.  The aim was to conduct two days of 

effort each month, flying a subset of the 26 tracklines that cover the area.  Survey effort occurred 

in five of twelve months; unfavorable weather conditions and plane complications precluded any 

effort during January, February, April , June, September, November, and December.  Two or 

more survey days were achieved for two of the five months, with a single day of effort occurring 

in the remaining three.  A total of 68 tracklines (4935.9 km) were covered in the Cape Hatteras 

survey site during this reporting period.  While survey conditions were dominated by Beaufort 

Sea State (BSS) 1-3, time was also spent in higher sea states.  Other aerial surveys have 

demonstrated that the rate of cetacean sightings is negatively affected by an increase in the BSS 

(e.g. Gómez de Segura et al. 2006, DeMaster et al. 2001, McAlarney et al. 2012).  This trend 

was also apparent in the present effort, as sightings dropped from 38.43 to 4.36 sightings per 

1000 km as BSS increased from 1 to 4.   

 A total of 100 sightings of 1957 cetaceans were encountered while on effort during the 

nine days of aerial surveys in the study area (Table 1, Figure 1).  Ten species of cetaceans were 

photo-documented, including bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus; 46 sightings of 794 

individuals), short-finned pilot whales (Globicephala macrorhynchus; 18 sightings of 252 

individuals), Atlantic spotted dolphins (Stenella frontalis; nine sightings of 563 individuals), 

Rissoôs dolphins (Grampus griseus; five sightings of 90 individuals), Cuvierôs beaked whales 

(Ziphius cavirostris; 5 sightings of 14 individuals), sperm whales (Physeter macrocephalus; four 

sightings of seven individuals), mesoplodont beaked whales (Mesoplodon spp; four sightings of 

nine individuals), Gervaisô beaked whale (Mesoplodon europaeus three sightings for 11 

individuals),  common dolphins (Delphinus delphis; three sighting of 206 individuals), 

humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae; three sightings for four individuals), and minke 

whales (Balaenoptera acutorostrata; one sighting of one individual).  There was one sighting 

(six individuals) of dolphins where species identity could not be established with 100% certainty 

and is listed as ñunidentified delphinidò.     

 



 Fifty sea turtle sightings were recorded during this survey period.  Forty two were 

identified as loggerhead sea turtles (Caretta caretta), and seven as a leatherback sea turtle 

(Dermochelys coriacea).  Species identification could not be established with certainty for a 

single individual which is listed as ñunidentified sea turtleò (Tables 15-16, Figures 17a-c & 18). 

In addition to cetaceans and sea turtles, other pelagic marine vertebrates (e.g. manta rays, 

cownose rays, ocean sunfish, and unidentified sharks) were observed (Tables 17-20, Figure 19).  

Commercial, military and recreational vessels were also encountered in the survey area (Tables 

21-23, Figures 20-22).  

 



   





 



Methodology 

Survey Design and Logistics 

 Aerial survey effort was initiated in the waters off Cape Hatteras, North Carolina in May 

of 2011 to assess the distribution and abundance of offshore cetacean species and sea turtles.  

These surveys are included in the Navyôs Atlantic Fleet Active Sonar Training (AFAST) 

Monitoring Program, established to document marine species that could potentially be impacted 

by naval activities.  The approximately 16000 km² survey area covers continental shelf waters as 

well as deeper waters beyond the shelf break.  Placement of the survey area was designed to 

incorporate a large portion of the Cape Hatteras Special Research Area (CHSRA) in support of 

current research assessing fishery interactions between short-finned pilot whales and the local 

fisheries.  The survey area excludes coastal waters to minimize survey effort in areas where the 

spatial distribution and relative abundance of coastal bottlenose dolphins has previously been 

established (Torres et al. 2003; Torres et al. 2005).  Twenty six tracklines, ranging from 73.5 to 

81.5 km long and orientated perpendicular to the coastline were evenly placed across the survey 

site.   

 Survey flights originated from the Fixed-base Operator (FBO) in Wilmington, NC with 

additional effort being conducted from the Dare County Regional Airport in Manteo, NC.  

Utilizing both airports maximized ñon effortò survey time by decreasing transit time to and from 

the tracklines surveyed.  A complete description of survey methods can be found in the 

Methodology section in the JAX Aerial Survey chapter of this report.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 


