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Rationale

The application of Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) in the field o
ecology is being increasingly recognised with a number of studies
using different systems for collecting survey, identification and
measurement data for monitoring populations of marine mammals.
The project aims to help inform the MRE sector on the viability of
using small UAVs for surveying seals and possibly other marine
mammals.

Methods

Two haul-out sites in Wales were chosen to investigate disturbance effects of
UAVs on grey seals. Seal behaviour was monitored from a vantage point via
focal follow and scan methods, with and without drone disturbance. Two types
of UAV were used for surveys: DJI Inspire (quadcopter) and eBee Sensefly
(fixed-wing).

Results

Currently, our analysis show no significant effect of the fixed-wing UAV, but a
significant effect of the quadcoptor on the disturbance response of the hauled-
out seals. UAV height of the quadcoptor had a significant effect on the
disturbance response of the seals, but seals only flushed when the quadcoptor
was flown at 10m altitude.

Outcomes

If disturbance levels are successfully tested then this will provide
Pembrokeshire Coastal Forum (PCF) and Natural Resources Wales (NRW)
with more evidence on which to advise consultants, researchers and the
public on safe practise for using UAVs in the vicinity of these animals.
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