
Song of the Whale:             
Research to Protect Whales

FAST FACTS  Song of the Whale is one 

of the quietest marine research vessels in the world and 

operates with minimal disturbance to marine life. 
 Whales are at risk from entanglement in fishing gear, 

underwater noise, pollution, ship strikes and whaling.
 Since 1987, the IFAW team has pioneered the 

development and use of non-harmful whale research 

techniques, providing data on threatened species, to 

support conservation measures. The IFAW team initiated research on automated systems 

and software to detect right whales and reduce the risk 

from ship collisions off the eastern seaboard of North 

America.

 IFAW and SOTW conduct public and political activities in 

support of whale conservation and whale watching.
 IFAW’s intern program and “floating classrooms” train 

students and international participants to raise awareness 

and foster support for the urgent need to protect whales 

and their habitats.

The problem:
We still have a lot to learn about most species of whales and their 
habitats. The world’s oceans are vast and deep. Some species live 
great distances offshore and spend most of their lives underwater, 
making them hard to study.  
Man-made dangers whales face include entanglement in fishing 
gear, ship strikes and pollution from marine debris and chemicals. 
Unfortunately Japan, Iceland and Norway still hunt whales despite 
international pressure to stop this cruel and unnecessary slaughter.

Our solution:
The Song of the Whale, IFAW’s research vessel, is designed to carry 
out noninvasive research to inform conservation, using acoustic 
detection systems, video-range tracking and photo-identification. 
It is a purpose-designed, sailing research vessel, with a host of special 
features to decrease noise levels, including vibration-dampening 
engine mounts, a five-bladed propeller of a design similar to that of a 
silent-running submarine and state-of-the-art exhaust systems. 
The SOTW team performs visual and acoustic surveys to collect 
information on the distribution of whales and other marine 
mammals, measures noise pollution from ship traffic and sonar, 
assists in rescues when whales become entangled in fishing gear, 
develops and shares software and systems to detect and track whale 
sounds underwater, and supports the designation of sanctuaries and 
protected areas. 

IFAW and SOTW work closely with students, community groups, 
scientists, government officials, policy makers, media and the public 
to promote awareness about whales and foster support for their 
protection and the conservation of their habitats.
The SOTW team’s projects have included research into highly 
endangered blue whales off Iceland, surveys of sperm whale numbers 
and distribution in the Mediterranean and a survey of critically 
endangered monk seals off Morocco, Mauritania and Turkey. The 
team also has worked off the east coast of North America and the 
Bay of Fundy in Canada, supporting IFAW’s campaign to save the 
endangered North Atlantic right whale. 
Research on right whale acoustics conducted by IFAW’s scientists, 
in collaboration with researchers from Cornell University, resulted 
in the development and deployment of “acoustic detection buoys” in 
Massachusetts Bay, using an IFAW-developed algorithm to identify 
right whale calls. This information feeds into an early-warning 
system for ships and a free Apple iPad/iPhone app called “Whale 
Alert” that warns mariners off the coast of Boston of the location of 
right whales so they can avoid colliding with the animals.

How You Can Help:
Get Involved  IFAW needs your help to continue its vital scientific 
cetacean research and habitat protection work, to maintain its 
marine education programs and conduct public and political outreach 
activities in support of whale conservation.
Donate  Song of the Whale’s leading mission is to save whales. 
You can help. To donate, go to www.ifaw.org/donate; call us toll-free 
in the U.S. at 1-800-932-4329; or send an email to giving@ifaw.org.
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