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Introduction

The finless porpoise Neophocaena phocaenoides is widely distributed in 
shallow coastal waters of the northern Indian Ocean, South China 
Sea, East China Sea, Yellow Sea, Bohai Sea, Sea of Japan, and 
north western Pacific Ocean (Reeves et al. 1997). The subspecies 
N. p. asiaeorientalis occurs in the middle and lower reaches of the 
Yangtze River and adjoining lakes and tributaries. Because there is 
substantial commercial traffic throughout the Yangtze River system, 
understanding the influences of vessel traffic on porpoise behaviour is 
important to conservation of the Yangtze finless porpoise population.

Methods

We surveyed the Yangtze River between Yichang and Shanghai in 
November and December 2006 to document the distribution and 
estimate the abundance of the highly endangered Yangtze River dolphin 
baiji; Lipotes vexillifer and Yangtze finless porpoise using visual and 
acoustic methods. We monitored continuously for high-frequency (>70 
kHz) vocalizations of finless porpoises using two stereo acoustic event 
recorders (A-tags) towed behind one of our survey vessels. One of the 
A-tags trailed the boat by 63 m and the other by 80 m. This allowed 
us to geometrically determine the number and two-dimensional 
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location of vocalizing porpoises based on their bearing from each A-
tag and the known distance between the two A-tags (17 m).

Results and Discussion

We determined the distance between the survey vessel and the 
animal for 61 porpoises from acoustic data and 459 porpoises from 
visual observations. Both the acoustic and visual data indicated that 
the highest animal density was between 50 and 100 m of the vessel’s 
track line (i.e., perpendicular distance), with much lower density 
between 0 and 50 m away. One interpretation is that porpoises were 
reacting to and avoiding the boat. More than 95% of the porpoises 
that were identified acoustically were detected astern of the vessel 
(Figure 1); only 3 porpoises were detected elsewhere and those were 
over 180 m from the track line, suggesting that they might have been 
moving away from the vessel.

Figure 1. Two-dimensional localization of vocalizing porpoises by the 
acoustic event recorders.
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