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Incident Report: October 1995 USCGC Reliance Whale Strike



Commander 408 Atlantic Avenue
First Coast Guard District Boston MA 02110-3350
\ Staff Symbol: (ole)

: Phone: 617-223-8420

U.S. Department
of Transportation

United States
Coast Guard

16214

From: Commander, First Coast Guard District (ole)
To: Commanding Officer, USCGC RELIANCE (WMEC 615)

Subj: INVESTIGATION OF REPORTED WHALES STRIKE

1. Enclosed is a copy of your investigation and the report of
the final reviewing authority. Please contact LCDR S.D. Austin
of my staff at 617-223-8423 if there are any questions regarding
this matter.

HOWARD
By direction

Encl: (1) Investigation of Reported Whale Strike by USCGC
Reliance and Action of the Final Reviewing Authority

Copy: COMDT (G-NIO), COMDT (G-LEL), CG LANTAREA (AO), NMFS-RD



Commander 408 Atlantic Avenue

First Coast Guard District Boston, MA 02110-3350
Staff Symbol: ole
Phone: 617-223-8430

U.S. Department
of Transportation

United States
Coast Guard

INVESTIGATION OF REPORTED WHALE STRIKE BY USCGC RELIANCE
(WMEC 915) ON 9 OCTOBER 1995

ACTION OF THE FINAL REVIEWING AUTHORITY

1. Subject to the comments set forth below, the Letter Incident
Report of 30 November 1995, as amended by First District message
121523Z DEC 95 and CGC RELIANCE message 131431Z DEC 95 (Enclosure
1), is approved.

2. On 11 December 1995, the First District issued a change to
the Atlantic Venture Operations Order regarding the requirements
for vessels coming into contact with whales. This change aligned
the District's polices with the National Marine Fisheries Service
Biological Opinion of 15 September 1995 regarding Coast Guard
vessel and aircraft activities along the Atlantic coast.
(Enclosure 2).

3. The First District Law Enforcement Branch is directed to
modify the First District's Marine Mammal Protection Program to
include the reporting requirements of the Atlantic Venture
Operations Order and to affirm completion of the "Entanglement
and Boat Collision Reporting Form" if a Coast Guard vessel comes
in contact with a whale.
4. USCGC RELIANCE is commended for the following actions:

a. Use of a field guide for marine mammal identification.

b. Tasking the lookout to keep alert for whales.

c. First District notifications per guidance then in effect.

d. Conducting a search to check for injury to the whale.

S. This investigation is closed. The original Report of
Investigation is filed in the First District Law Enforcement
Branch.

J. L LINFGH
Rear Armiral U, G Cuort £ g

Aramdpr [Tagt Ppem 0 0 0 .
Commender, fiet Tric :

N e e e wd

Encl: (1) CCGD1l 1215237 DEC 95, CGC RELIANCE 1314317 DEC 95
(2) CCGD1 111606Z DEC 95

Copy: CGC RELIANCE (WMEC 615), COMDT (G-NIO), COMDT (G-LEL),
CG LANTAREA (Ao), NMFS-RD
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Subj: LETTER INCIDENT REPORT; INVESTIGATION OF REPORTED WHALE
STRIKE ON 9 OCTOBER 1995

4. At 1605Q, in position 42-26.7 N, 067-31.6 W (10.0 NM
northwest of the northern edge of CAII), SA MacDonald reported to
ENS Cooper that he had observed a whale surface directly off the
bow and believed the ship had come into contact with it. SA
MacDonald heard a "thudding" noise and felt the ship shudder
slightly after losing sight of the whale. ENS Cooper, who did
not see the whale, called down to SN Macchiarella and asked him
if we had just come into contact with a whale. SN Macchiarella
said he saw a whale surface approximately 15 to 20 feet off the
starboard bow and that he had tried to warn the bridge. As the
whale began to dive, SN Macchiarella felt a shudder and believed
the whale had been struck by the ship. SN Macchiarella also
informed ENS Cooper that he was unable to report the whale in
time for the ship to have .avoided contact with it. Based on this
information, ENS Cooper directed the Quartermaster of the Watch
to mark the position on the GPS navigation system and brought
RELIANCE to all stop. ENS Cooper notified me of the situation
and I directed him to return to the area of the possible contact
and search for evidence of the whale. RELIANCE returned to the
position of the contact and commenced a search for any indication
of the struck whale (e.g. blood, flesh, etc.). While conducting
the search, I personally saw two whales 1 to 2 NM away from the
ship. Using the book A Field Guide to Whales, Porpoises, and
Seals From Cape Cod to Newfoundland, by Katona, Rough, and
Richardson, I identified these whales as Minke whales. Finding
no evidence of a whale that had been struck, we departed the area
at approximately 1630Q and continued our transit. This incident
was documented in the unit logs (enclosure (5)) and reported via
letter in accordance with current directives (enclosure (1)).

5. Whale sightings during recent patrols have been frequent.
Until this incident, we had typically not experienced whales
approaching RELIANCE closer than approximately 500 yards. Whales
had been present on 9 October 1995, yet none this day had been
sighted closer than 1 NM. No course and/or speed adjustments had
been required on this day, however OOD's routinely do so if
whales are sighted close to the ship. The whale in question was
first seen by SN Macchiarella and SA MacDonald as it surfaced
approximately 15 to 20 feet off the starboard bow of RELIANCE.
This whale was in view at the surface for approximately 5
seconds. The whale was moving from right to left and was in the
process of diving when RELIANCE apparently struck the whale's
posterior portion. There was no indication of this whale's
proximity to RELIANCE prior to its sudden appearance on the bow,
and no time was available to maneuver the ship to avoid contact.
It is uncertain how hard RELIANCE struck the whale, but SA
MacDonald heard a "thudding" noise and both he and SN
Macchiarella felt a slight shudder in the ship. No exterior or
interior structural damage was discovered by the Boatswain Mate
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Subj: LETTER INCIDENT REPORT; INVESTIGATION OF REPORTED WHALE
STRIKE ON 9 OCTOBER 1995

of the Watch who immediately went to the forward portion of the
ship to investigate following the alleged contact. A more
detailed inspection for possible damage was conducted by the
ship's Damage Control Assistant with negative results.

6. All of my OOD's are required to review current Coast Guard
and District One guidance on the protection of marine mammals.
RELIANCE participates in the District One Whale Sighting program.
At the time of the whale strike, RELIANCE was 47.0 NM northeast
of the Great South Channel Designated Critical Habitat for
Northern Right whales, as outlined in 50 CFR 226. We did not
identify any Northern Right whales during this patrol.

7. While my OOD's are familiar with the District One whale
sighting program and have identified whales in the past, none are
experts on marine mammals. Because of this, we keep a copy of
the aforementioned Katona, Rough, and Richardson field guide on
the bridge as an aid for whale identification. After the whale
strike on 9 October, ENS Cooper showed this book to SN
Macchiarella and asked him to try and identify the species of
whale. SN Macchiarella identified the whale as a Humpback whale,
but stated he only saw it for approximately 5 seconds and could
not be sure. It could very well have been a Minke whale, based
on my personal observation of Minke whales in the area
immediately after the whale strike.

8. RELIANCE will continue to stress the importance of and
support Coast Guard and District One guidance on the protection
of marine mammals. “

/
/

N
7/?61

(1) REL ltr 16473 of 16 October 1995
(2) Statement from ENS Cooper

(3) Statement from SN Macchiarella
(4)

(9)

,E'

Encl:

Statement from SA MacDonald
RELIANCE Unit Logs of 9 October 1995



U.S. Department Commanding Officer c/o USCG Station
of Transportation USCGC Refiance (WMEC 615) gtaaz g;snugo ':NH 03854-0615
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16 October 1995

From: Commanding Officer, USCGC RELIANCE (WMEC 615)
To: Commandant (G-LEL)

Subj: CONTACT WITH A WHALE

Ref: (a) CGDONE OPORDER 06-94 (Atlantic Venture)

1. In accordance with reference (a), forwarded herewith is
documentation concerning RELIANCE's contact with a whale on 09

Oct 1995.

2. POC: Ens David W. Cooper.

-
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Encl: (1) Copy of RELIANCE's Smooth Log.

Copy: CGD1l (ole)

o \\2) "]@Y ENCLOSURE(-)



Statement of LTjg David W. Cooper, Officer of the Deck (0OOD).

At 1530 on 09 OCT 95, I relieved LTjg Ellis as RELIANCE's 00D
for the 1600 to 2000 watch. During the relief, LTjg Ellis
pointed out several whales approximately 3 miles off the port
quarter. Visibility was clear (approximately 10 miles) and the
weather was good with few clouds. Due to the previous watch
passing whales, I informed the lookout to pay extra attention for
whales and positioned myself in the forward part of the bridge
with a pair of binoculars.

At approximately 1605, the lookout informed me that he
believed RELIANCE had come in contact with a whale. Since the
whales at the beginning of the watch were well clear and past and
I had not seen any whales in the area that were close enough to
pose a threat, or felt any vibrations, I immediately went outside
to assess the situation. I did not see the whale nor any
evidence to indicate a whale might have just been struck. I
asked SN Macchiarella, who was on the forecastle if he believed
RELIANCE had came in contact with a whale. SN Macchiarella
informed me the whale had suddenly surfaced in front of the ship
and that there was no time for the ship to maneuver to avoid the
whale. Therefore, he believed RELIANCE had come in contact with
the whale. I immediately brought RELIANCE to all stop and sent
the BMOW to investigate for any shipboard damage. Next, I called
the Commanding Officer (CO) and informed him of the situation.
The CO instructed me to immediately return back and search the
area where RELIANCE had possibly come in contact with the whale.
Upon arrival in that position, there was no evidence of the
whale. The BMOW reported no apparent damage to the ship. I
showed SN Macchiarella the book, A Field Guide to Whales,
Porpoises, and Seals From Cape Cod to Newfoundland that we Kkeep
on the bridge to assist in identifying marine mammals. Due to
only getting a quick glimpse of the whale and lacking experience
in whale identification, SN Macchiarella could not be positive as
to the species of the whale. SN Macchiarella believed the whale
to be a Humpback.

This statement is true and accurate to the best of my knowledge.

42;&4?74;;”' L Se

David W. Cooper, LTjg
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Statement By SN Macchiarella

Oon 09 Oct 95, I stood the 1200-1600 bridge watch, and during
that watch, I had seen numerous whales. After getting off watch
at approximately 1545, I went to the bow of RELIANCE with the
intention of taking pictures of whales. It was a clear sunny
day, with good visibility. After waiting approximately 20
minutes without taking a single picture the whale in question
appeared. The whale came up about 15-20 feet in front of
RELIANCE on her starboard bow. I quickly snapped off a picture,
then turned to face the bridge to report the whale to the lookout
or OOD. I yelled up the bridge, then turned back around in time
to see the whale directly in front of the bow, submerging. About
2 seconds later, I felt the ship shutter as if it had hit
something. I believe what we had hit was the whale.

The entire duration of the incident was only a few seconds and
in my opinion, the ship did not have time to avoid the whale. I
stayed on the bow looking for the whale as we searched the area,
put didn't see anything. Later, ENS Cooper gave me a whale ID
book and asked me to try to identify the type of whale I thought
we had hit. After looking through the book, my best guess is
that the whale was a humpback, but I only saw it for a few
seconds and can't be sure. After pulling in to home port I had
the film developed and the photo of the whale in question did not
come out.

This statement is true and accurate to the best of my

knowledge. . gq/hq é?v;Vbéll

J S. Macchiarella, SN
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Svombe 9th I was standing the 1600-2000 lookout watch on

the bridge of RELIANCE. During the watch, I had sighted numerous
whales between 1 and 2 NM from the ship. The whales were
generally coming from our left to right side. The whale in
question surfaced on our right side heading towards our left at a
distance of only a few yards from the bow. As the whale crossed
in front of us, I lost sight of it and a few seconds later I
heard a thud and felt the ship shudder slightly. At that point I
knew we hit something which I assumed to be the whale. I
immediately reported my observations to the OOD. I never
reestablished visual contact of the whale or any debris or
discoloration of the water when we circled back to look for any
sign of the object we struck.

I certify that the above statement is true and gorrect the
best of my knowledge. i é//fg— Zé i;:%;

Ronald F. MacDonald
SA, U.S. Coast Guard
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