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Abstract: Passive acoustic monitoring (PAM) is widely used as an initial step towards an assessment
of environmental status. In the present study, underwater ambient sound recordings from two
monitoring locations in marine-protected areas (MPAs) of the Gulf of Riga were analysed. Both
locations belong to the natural habitat of pinnipeds whose vocalisations were detected and analysed.
An increase of vocal activity during the mating period in the late winter was revealed, including
percussive signallings of grey seals. The ambient sound spectra showed that in the current shallow
sea conditions ship traffic noise contributed more in the higher frequency bands. Thus, a 500 Hz
one-third octave band was chosen as an indicator frequency band for anthropogenic noise in the
monitoring area. It was shown that changes in the soundscape occurring during the freezing period
create favourable conditions for ship noise propagation at larger distances. Based on the monitoring
data, the environmental risks related to the anthropogenic sound around the monitoring sites were
considered as low. However, further analysis showed that for a small percentage of time the ship
traffic can cause auditory masking for the ringed seals.

Keywords: passive acoustic monitoring; shallow water; pinnipeds; anthropogenic sound; auditory
masking

1. Introduction

The pressure on marine ecosystems from anthropogenic underwater noise has been
recognised as a challenging problem during the last decades. This cross-border issue can
be solved only with an international joint effort. The EU Marine Strategy Framework
Directive (MSFD) adopted in June 2008 is aiming to achieve the Good Environmental
Status (GES) of the European seas [1]. The directive sets qualitative descriptors for GES
that list Descriptor 11 as relevant to the energy introduced to the marine environment,
including underwater sound. The initial step towards assessing the environmental pressure
posed by anthropogenic sound is passive acoustic monitoring (PAM). One-third of octave
bands (TOBs) with nominal frequencies of 63 Hz and 125 Hz have been suggested as most
relevant to monitor the anthropogenic continuous low-frequency sound in water [2].

Underwater soundscapes are known to manifest spatial and temporal variability [3,4].
According to the types of contributing sources, underwater soundscapes can consist of
geophony, biophony, and anthropophony [5]. Geophony includes naturally occurring
non-biological sounds such as wind-generated breaking waves [6] and precipitation [7].
Anthropophony includes underwater noise induced by human activities, such as commer-
cial ship traffic [8]. Anthropogenic underwater noise is considered a pollutant that can
have long-term adverse effects on marine ecosystems. Potential impacts of continuous
underwater noise are the reduction of communication space and auditory masking [9–11]
as well as increased stress levels [12]. In the passive acoustic monitoring data, geophony
and anthropophony are mixed, but by estimating the wind-dependent natural sound levels,
these two components can be separated [13].
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Biophony in the Gulf of Riga is typically dominated by pinniped calls [14] but can
potentially also include fish vocalisations [15,16]. Underwater vocalisations of pinnipeds
are known to play a significant social role in their intraspecies communication [17,18]. Vo-
calisations can express, for example, aggressive or submissive behaviour. Vocal interaction
during the breeding period is very intensive with a high variation of call types and an
increased number of calls [17,19]. It has been reported that both grey (Halichoerus grypus)
and ringed seals (Phoca hispida) can use vocalisations as an aid for under-ice orientation
during the winter [18,19].

The objective of this study is to provide baseline information on underwater sound-
scapes at two monitoring locations within the marine-protected areas (MPAs) of the Gulf of
Riga. Special focus is made on the detection and identification of pinniped sounds, bearing
in mind that elevated detection rates show both the abundance of animals and the impor-
tance of the respective marine areas for the pinnipeds. The environmental pressure from
anthropogenic underwater noise and its potential risks are also addressed. Quantification
of the proportion of the anthropogenic sound makes it possible to draw some conclusions
about the current environmental status of the monitoring sites.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Underwater Sound Monitoring Locations

Underwater sound monitoring was conducted in two monitoring locations situated in
the Natura 2000 MPAs of the Gulf of Riga. These locations are further referenced as Kihnu
and Moonsund and their respective positions are shown in Figure 1. The monitoring took
place from 2018 to 2019, lasting 9 months in Kihnu and 6 months in Moonsund.
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Figure 1. Sound monitoring locations in Kihnu (58.149° N, 23.873° E) and Moonsund (58.651° N,
23.393° E), marked by asterisks.
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The Kihnu monitoring location is relatively far from shipping lanes, while the Moon-
sund monitoring location is close to the local shipping lane which is known to be moder-
ately active in summer and closed for navigation during the winter period. About 8 km
to the south, a busy regular ferry line is operating year round between the mainland and
Muhu Island.

Moonsund is also known as an important migration route for ringed seals from their
haul-outs at the islets in the Väinameri to the feeding grounds in the south of the Gulf of
Riga [20,21]. During the winter, the monitored areas are often covered by ice, making it an
attractive breeding ground for seals.

2.2. Underwater Acoustic Monitoring Equipment

Autonomous recorders by two different manufacturers were used for the ambient
sound measurements. One was the SM2M [22] by Wildlife Acoustics, Inc. with a sampling
frequency of 32 kHz and standard HTI hydrophone. The other recorder was the SoundTrap
ST500 [23] by Ocean Instruments with a sampling frequency of 36 kHz and equipped with
a standard hydrophone.

SM2M recorders were used in the Moonsund location during the whole monitoring
period. In Kihnu, the sound was recorded with SM2M in summer and with ST500 during
the second monitoring period, extending from autumn to early spring.

Figure 2 shows the rig designs for the two autonomous recorders. The output of both
recorders was 16 bit WAV format sound files that were processed using 20 s time-averaging
and a rectangular window function without overlap in order to follow the Life+ BIAS
project signal processing standard [24]. The sound processing in the study was performed
using PAMGuide software [25].
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Figure 2. Mooring setups for (a) SM2M and (b) ST500 data loggers.
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2.3. Detection of Pinniped Calls

At the monitoring sites, the bulk of the biological sounds were produced by grey and
ringed seals, whose vocalisations were detected and identified in the wake of the results of
numerous bioacoustics studies [17,18,26–30]. The identified calls were analysed and their
patterns, including frequency ranges and call durations, were entered into the band limited
energy detector (BLED) [31] for a subsequent search for similar patterns in the recorded
data. Instead of detecting patterns, BLED detects events based on energy exceeding a
threshold value in a selected frequency band for a specified time.

2.4. Ship Traffic Data

For characterisation of the ship traffic, the automatic identification system (AIS) data
around the monitoring locations were analysed. Figure 3 depicts the AIS-based average
daily number of ships by their types, passing within a 10 km radius from the sound
monitoring locations. It can be seen that the overall ship traffic density in Kihnu is very low.
In Moonsund, most of the distant ship traffic is caused by the ferry line. Pleasure boats
appear mostly in the summer season, and their number is likely to be underestimated since
not all of them are equipped with AIS transceivers. In some cases, the noise emissions from
pleasure boats can dominate the soundscape in the coastal waters [32], and therefore, their
contribution should be properly addressed.
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Figure 3. Monthly averaged numbers of ships per day based on automatic identification system
(AIS) position reports within 10 km radius from the sound monitoring locations: (a) Kihnu and
(b) Moonsund.

To assess the factual contribution of shipborne noise, acoustic detection was used.
As the ship approaches, the ambient sound level increases, and its excess over the back-
ground noise level can be calculated by assuming that the running minimum of broadband
(10 Hz–1 kHz) received level (RL) is a reasonably good proxy for the background noise [33].
In this study, the window for the running minimum was set to 3 h. The detection threshold
was 3 dB for low sea states (under the ice in the wintertime) and 6 dB for other seasons.

3. Results
3.1. Biological Sound Detection

Out of the two monitoring locations, recordings from Kihnu were very rich in biologi-
cal sounds. During the monitoring period, around 37,000 seal calls were detected in Kihnu.
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In contrast, Moonsund recordings contained fewer biological sounds, having only around
1400 detected seal calls. Although the seal’s vocal repertoire is quite rich, we have focused
only on the most frequent call types. Thus, the moan, guttural rup (rup) and guttural rupe
(rupe) were taken into account for the grey seal and bark and yelp for the ringed seal.

3.1.1. Grey Seal Vocalisations

The most frequently detected grey seal call was the rup, making up 41% of all the
grey seal call detections. This was followed by the moan at 32%, the rupe at 25%, and the
percussive signalling (clap) at 2%. Almost all of the grey seal calls (98%) were detected in
the recordings from Kihnu.

Figure 4 shows the spectrograms of the recorded grey seal calls. The moan (Figure 4a)
is a low-frequency call that can last up to a few seconds. The rup (Figure 4b) is characterised
by a sharp upsweep that lasts for less than 0.5 s. Most of the detected rups appeared in
pairs. The rupe (Figure 4c) has a sharp upsweep similar to the rup that is followed by a
longer-lasting downsweep. The rupe call sounded similar to the bark and yelp type calls of
the ringed seal. Additionally, a recent article [34] described the behaviour of the grey seals
where they used percussive signalling by repeatedly clapping their forelimbs. These clap
sounds were also detected in our recordings and are shown in Figure 4d.
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Figure 4. Underwater sounds produced by grey seals: (a) moan, (b) rups, (c) series of rupes, and
(d) forelimb clapping.

3.1.2. Ringed Seal Vocalisations

Ringed seals are known to vocalise less frequently than their grey counterparts [18,19].
Around 600 ringed seal calls were detected, mostly in the Moonsund site. Ringed seal yelps
and barks were detected in almost equal proportions.

Spectrograms of the yelps and barks are shown in Figure 5. The yelp (Figure 5a) is
a sweeping tonal sound at 500–600 Hz that lacks harmonics. By contrast, the bark sound
(Figure 5b,c) has a lower frequency range and contains several harmonics. In addition,
scratching sounds that were attributed to the digging of breathing holes into the ice are
presented in Figure 5d.
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Figure 5. Underwater sounds produced by ringed seals: (a) yelp, (b) bark, (c) alternating series of
yelps and barks, and (d) digging of a hole in the ice.

The BLED code used in this study has shown a good detection efficiency in the case of
the grey seals calls but had less success with the ringed seal calls, probably because of their
lower signal-to-noise ratio. The performance evaluation of the automatic detections was
made by collecting 100 sample recordings of each call type. The performance characteristics
of the detector by call type are shown in Table 1. It can be seen that the sensitivity of the
detector is higher for calls with a shorter duration such as the rupe and rup. On the other
hand, longer-lasting calls such as moans are often undetected presumably because of their
highly variable durations and frequency content. As a result [35], the total number of moans
is likely to be underestimated in the case of automatic detection. In contrast, the detected
number of rup calls is better predicted as their sensitivity for detections reached 70%.

Table 1. Band limited energy detector (BLED) performance for finding specific types of grey seals’ calls.

Types of Calls TP FP FN TN Accuracy Sensitivity

Moan 11 0 89 300 77.75% 11%
Rupe 26 5 74 295 80.20% 26%
Clap 19 4 81 296 78.77% 19%
Rup 70 67 30 233 75.75% 70%

TP = true positive, FP = false positive, FN = false negative and TN = true negative.

3.2. Ship Traffic Noise

Both monitoring sites are located in a very shallow sea area with a maximum depth
of 16 m. The low-frequency cutoff [36], corresponding to the average depth (11 m) in the
region, is around 60 Hz. Nevertheless, pleasure boats usually radiate underwater noise at
higher frequencies. Therefore, the MSFD indicator frequency bands are not well suited for
the assessment of the environmental pressure by anthropogenic sound in these shallow
watered monitoring sites. A typical spectrogram of recorded sound from two detected
vessels is shown in Figure 6.
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Figure 6. Spectrograms of two vessels recorded in Moonsund during the summer period. The dashed
line shows the estimated cutoff frequency fc = 60 Hz below which ship-radiated sound does not
propagate. The first vessel is an AIS-equipped sailing boat and the second is an unknown boat
without AIS transmissions.

To select an indicator frequency for the ship traffic noise in the region, the TOB ambient
noise spectra for all time intervals containing ship noise were computed and analysed
(Figure 7). It can be seen that the MSFD indicator frequency bands are demonstrating
quite low levels. Based on the average spectrum, 500 Hz TOB was selected as a more
relevant indicator for the environmental pressure posed by shipborne underwater noise.
Although the higher TOBs also show higher levels, they were not chosen as they potentially
contain an increasingly significant portion of natural ambient noise.
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Figure 7. Boxplot of one-third of octave band (TOB) received level (RL) ship noise for the period July
2018 with outliers removed. The lower and upper hinges show the exceedance levels L75 and L25,
while medians are shown by the middle lines. The upper and lower whiskers indicate the 1.5 times
difference of exceedance levels L25 and L75.
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3.3. Underwater Sound Propagation under the Ice

The alteration from an agitated sea surface to a frozen one changes considerably
the underwater soundscape. Under ice cover, the natural ambient sound level lowers
considerably. The water temperature and salinity near the sea surface change also, thus
creating a positive gradient in the sound speed profile, which in turn causes upward
refraction of the sound [37]. As a result, the sound rays from distant shipping interact less
with the sea bottom and propagate further due to the smaller propagation loss.

Such favourable sound propagation conditions were observed in the winter period
when the detection range of ship noise increased considerably. Obviously, the lower
ambient sound levels also improved the signal-to-noise ratio, yet distant shipping was
never detected outside the freezing period, even at low sea states.

Figure 8 shows the time series of the ambient sound level (500 Hz TOB), the wind
speed, the ice concentration, and the number of acoustic ship detections. The sound
pressure level (SPL) shows a clear correlation with wind speed. It can be seen that a longer
range for detection appeared with the formation of the ice cover. The longest detection
range attained was 10 km when the ice concentration was 82%, and wind speed was 2.7 m/s.
Furthermore, a gap in long-range detections can be seen during periods of strong winds.
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Figure 8. Time series of 500 Hz TOB sound pressure level (SPL), wind speed, ice concentration, and
detections of AIS-equipped ships grouped in two categories according to their detection ranges. SPL
correlates with the wind speed, and long-range detections start with the appearance of ice cover.

3.4. Ambient Sound Analysis

An overview of the ambient sound levels in both monitoring locations is presented
in Figure 9 as monthly estimated probability density functions (PDF) in the 500 Hz TOB.
For each violin plot, the surface area equals unity, and the abscissa of the plot shows the
relative likelihood of the occurrence of every SPL value displayed on the vertical axis.
The key statistical measures of the arithmetic mean and the exceedance levels L95 and L05
are also shown in the violin plots.

Figure 9a presents the monthly estimated PDF of the SPLs recorded in the Kihnu
location. The monthly arithmetic means vary from 75 dB in April to 84 dB in August. Most
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of the monthly PDFs were negatively skewed, which was an indication of natural sound
domination [4].

The monthly PDFs of the SPLs from the Moonsund location (Figure 9b) have lower
mean values but higher exceedance levels of L05 corresponding to louder and less fre-
quently occurring events that can be caused, for example, by close passing ships. According
to the PDFs, the anthropogenic sound was not dominant in the Moonsund location. How-
ever, it was more prevalent than in Kihnu (Figure 9a). In January, PDF was particularly
skewed so that the mode of the levels was only slightly above the self-noise level of the
recorder. Such low levels were due to the presence of ice, which is known to drastically
decrease the agitation of the sea surface.
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Figure 9. The monthly estimated probability density functions (PDFs) in 500 Hz TOB SPLs: at (a) Kihnu
and (b) Moonsund monitoring location. Red points mark the arithmetic mean values. Blue and green
horizontal lines inside the violin plots mark the exceedance levels L95 and L05, respectively.

3.5. Analysis of Co-Occurrence of Ship Traffic Noise and Pinniped Calls

Next, the focus was on the time intervals with overlapping anthropogenic noise and
pinniped calls, in order to evaluate the risk of masking the pinnipeds’ communication.
For the ship traffic, the AIS data, along with the acoustic detection, were used. Comparisons
of the hourly detection rates of pinniped calls and the estimated number of ships in a week
are depicted in Figures 10 and 11.

3.5.1. Kihnu Monitoring Location

As shown in Figure 10a, in the Kihnu monitoring location, two periods of major
biological activity can be observed. During the summer months, the most frequent call type
was the moan of the grey seal (Section 3.1). Starting from February, there were numerous
detections of the rupe, rup, and forelimb claps. The peak grey seal call detection rate
reached 106 calls per hour in March. This drastic increase of detection rates happened
during their main mating period, which starts in February and lasts until March [38]. Based
on the rates, it can be concluded that the Kihnu monitoring location is an important site
for both non-breeding and breeding periods of grey seals. In contrast, almost none of the
ringed seal calls were detected in this location.
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The Kihnu location has very sparse ship traffic, with only some pleasure and fishing
boats each day that appear mainly during the summer months (Figure 10b). Thus, the co-
occurrence of biological and anthropogenic sound in this location was extremely rare and,
with regard to continuous anthropogenic sound, it can be stated that the Kihnu MPA has a
good environmental status.
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Figure 10. Biophony of (a) detected grey seal calls throughout the year. The number of detections
increases significantly during the breeding period. The coloured bar charts in (b) show the number of
ships and their respective ranges based on AIS position reports. The total numbers of the acoustically
detected ships are shown by the lollipop chart. Numerical values of the detections written over
the number of detected ships without AIS can be seen above the bars. All data are presented on a
weekly basis.

3.5.2. Moonsund Monitoring Location

In Moonsund, both ringed and grey seal calls were detected but at much lower rates.
Similar to the Kihnu location, the moan of grey seals was the most frequent of the call
types in the summer period (Figure 11a). The detection of ringed seals’ vocalisation was
rare and was mainly found in recordings from the winter period (Figure 11b). It should
be noted that the monitoring did not cover the mating periods of the ringed (February or
March) [39] and grey seals.

The bar chart in Figure 11c presents the AIS-based number of ships, and the lollipop
chart shows the number of acoustic detections. Over 700 ship passages were revealed
by the acoustic detection during the whole monitoring period. As expected, the summer
months were the busiest, with more than 400 detections. Around one-third of them were
ships without AIS. The number of ships drastically decreased during the autumn, resulting
in 44 recorded events only. The number of detections started to increase in the winter and
specifically during the freezing periods, with weekly detections being constantly above
40 ships in the last three weeks of monitoring. According to the high rates of ringed seal
calls and ship traffic (Figure 11b,c), co-occurrences between them were likely to happen.
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Figure 11. Biophony of (a) grey seals and (b) ringed seals calls that are detected in the Moonsund
monitoring location. The high detection rates of the two pinniped species occurred during two
separate seasons. Shown in (c) are the coloured bar charts of the number of ships along with their
respective distances based on AIS data. The total numbers of detections are shown with a lollipop
chart along with the labels. The lollipop chart reveals that the ship noise was detected throughout
the year and most frequently during the summer. The rates also start to increase in winter due to
the extension of sound propagation ranges. Furthermore, the number of detection relates to no-AIS
ships present in the labels. All data is presented on a weekly basis.

3.6. Assessment of the Auditory Masking Potential of the Ringed Seal Calls

According to the monthly PDFs of the SPLs recorded in Moonsund (Figure 9b),
the ranges of RLs were within the suggested criteria for not causing the pinnipeds strong
disturbance [40]. As a result, injuries to pinniped hearing from continuous anthropogenic
noise were very improbable. Thus, as a sudden impact of continuous noise in the monitor-
ing areas, auditory masking was considered.

Auditory masking is defined as “the process by which the threshold of hearing for one
sound is raised by the presence of another (masking) sound; and the amount by which the
threshold of hearing for one sound is raised by the presence of another (masking) sound,
expressed in decibel” [41]. The masking potential is estimated following the steps of the
power spectrum model with a critical ratio (CR), as proposed in [11]. The CR is defined as
the minimum span of the SPL of an audible tone against a white noise background. Both
the hearing capacity (audiogram) and the CR were taken from documented ringed seals
hearing tests [42]. In this study, the CR for single intermediate tones was approximated by
linear regression.

As it was shown in Section 3.5.2, biological and anthropogenic sounds can occur
simultaneously in the Moonsund monitoring location. During the freezing period, the noise
from the ferry line propagates over larger distances and can mask the communication
signals of the ringed seals. To estimate the masking potential, two case studies were
performed, with results shown in Figure 12. It can be seen that the frequency ranges
of the ringed seal calls (yelp and bark) and ship noise overlap. For simplicity, only the
frequencies with the highest RL were chosen. Figure 12a,b depict the spectrogram and
spectrum level plots in the case of the ambient sound level being less than one CR below
the audiogram. In this case, the detection of a signal is audiogram limited, and bark with
14 dB excess over the ambient sound was likely to be detected by other seals in the vicinity
of the hydrophone.
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Figure 12c,d shows the second case study where the yelp signal has 17 dB excess over
the ambient sound. By contrast with the previous example, the gap between the ambient
sound and audiogram level is less than one CR. Thus, the detection of a signal is limited by
ambient sound (ship noise) level. As the yelp is less than one CR above the ambient sound
level, it would probably be undetected by the seals close to the hydrophone position.
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Figure 12. Masking potential estimation of the co-occurrence cases of ringed seal calls with anthro-
pogenic sound from distant shipping. Vocalisations are marked on the spectrograms by red ovals
(a) bark and (c) yelp. On the right side, the spectral overlaps of two masking events are shown.
In (b), hearing is audiogram limited, and masking does not occur. In (d), hearing is shipping-noise
limited, and masking is likely. Blue lines show the mean-square sound pressure spectral density level
of the ambient sound averaged in TOBs.

The estimated potential masking occurrences due to ship noise are summarised in
Table 2. Although the number of co-occurrences of ringed seal vocalisations was quite
small, compared to the total numbers of seal detections, a considerable number of them
(13 out of 17) have the potential of being masked by the ship traffic noise.

From the above examples, one can deduce that a suitable measure for assessing
masking potential is the excess of anthropogenic sound over the natural ambient sound.
Even though the source levels and distances to the receivers are unknown, the averaged
values of the detected biological signals and natural ambient sound can be compared to
evaluate an average excess leading to a potential for auditory masking. To assess the
masking potential, we focused on the frequency band that is important for anthropogenic
sound (500 Hz TOB) in the area and the CR interpolated value for the pure tone of 500 Hz.
The exceedance level L90 was used for representing the natural sound level.
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Table 2. Summary of the auditory masking analysis.

Dates/Sea-Ice Concentrations (%) Call Types

Number of Signals

Ships/CPA (km)
Co-

Occurrences
with Ship

Noise

Masked (Incl.
Ambient

Sound
Limited)

Not Masked
(Incl. Ambient
Sound Limited)

2018-12-29/18 Yelp(s) 1 1(1) 0 Ferry/8.5
2018-12-30/7 Bark(s) 4 0 4(0) Ferry/8.9

2019-01-10/20 Yelp(s) 1 1(1) 0 Ferry/8.3Bark(s) 1 1(1) 0
2019-01-19/35 Yelp(s) 10 10(10) 0 Ferry/8.5

The result of this analysis is shown in Figure 13. The TOB averaged mean-square sound
pressure spectral density level of around 400 RLs of ringed seal calls was compared with
the natural ambient sound spectrum for the time period when the calls occurred, as well
as with the audiogram. It can be seen that, in the case of an average situation, the signal
reception was audiogram limited in the absence of anthropogenic sound. However, 12 dB
of an excess over the ambient sound level at 500 Hz would lead to a situation where
masking could happen. At such a critical excess level, the anthropogenic sound would
raise the ambient sound to the level where it would be just one CR below the RL of the
signal, by which its reception could start to be hindered.
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Figure 13. A 12 dB elevation of the ambient sound, called the critical excess level (purple line), can
initiate ringed seal call masking. Averaged TOB mean-square sound pressure spectral density level
of natural ambient sound and seal calls are shown in blue and red lines. The audiogram of the ringed
seals is shown with a green line. The grey area shows the 500 Hz TOB.

3.7. Proportion Estimates for the Anthropogenic Sound

Previous studies [10,43] have proposed key metrics for assessing the proportion of
anthropogenic underwater sound using their relative sound levels. For instance, the signal
excess is defined as the difference between the RL and the detection threshold. In this
study, the signal excess was specified as the difference between the RL and the estimated
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natural ambient sound level. The natural ambient sound was estimated by calculating the
exceedance level L90 [44] for time periods without anthropogenic sound.

Figure 14 shows sound excess level PDFs for 500 Hz TOB recorded in Moonsund
for two selected weeks in summer (23–29 July 2018) and winter (24–30 December 2018).
In summer (Figure 14a), the range of sound excess varied between −3 and 48 dB, with the
major portion of sound excess being slightly above 0 dB for 50% of the time. A higher
excess level of 7 dB over the natural sound level occurred for only 10% of the time.

In winter (Figure 14b), the sound excess distribution was practically the same as in
summer but with slightly higher levels. Considering the proposed critical excess level of
12 dB, it can be stated that ringed seals were at risk of communication masking by the
elevated ambient sound for 8% of the time or approximately for 13 h in a week.

(b)(a)
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Figure 14. Weekly PDFs of 500 Hz TOB sound excess levels recorded in Moonsund for two periods
in (a) summer and (b) winter. The risk of masking occurs less than 8% of the time when it exceeds
the estimated natural ambient sound by 12 dB. The excess level of 0 dB means that the RL coincided
with the estimated natural ambient sound level.

4. Conclusions

The underwater ambient sounds from two sound monitoring locations in the MPAs
of the Gulf of Riga were analysed. The analysis of the PAM data revealed the presence of
both anthropophony and biophony in the soundscape. That offered a possibility to assess
the temporal and spectral overlaps of these components and, in particular, to assess the
potential for auditory masking of the pinniped calls by anthropogenic noise.

The detection and identification of biological sounds in the PAM data revealed the
presence of grey and ringed seals in the vicinity of the monitoring sites. Various types
of seal vocalisations were detected. For the grey seals, mainly the guttural rupe, rup,
together with forelimb claps in the breeding period and moan in other time periods, were
recorded. Even though ringed seals vocalise less than grey seals, their acoustical presence
was revealed in Moonsund. The bark and yelp of ringed seals were recorded throughout
the monitoring periods. The highest detection rates were found with the formation of the
ice cover.

Acoustic detection of shipping noise confirmed the very low shipping activity in the
Kihnu location, where the soundscape is largely dominated by natural sounds. Slightly
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higher shipping activity in Moonsund contributed also to the anthropophony of the sound-
scape. In summer, the main sources of the anthropogenic noise were pleasure boats, and in
winter, distant ferry boats. Long-range detection of the ferries was made possible by the
presence of ice cover. The under-ice upward sound refraction and low ambient noise level
significantly reduced the propagation loss, thus making the detection of ship noise possible
at distances of up to 10 km. Therefore, the effects of ice cover should be considered when
assessing the impact of anthropogenic sound on the shallow sea marine environment.

Analysis of the recorded ship spectra in Moonsund showed that they contribute more
noise in frequencies higher than 63 Hz or 125 Hz TOBs. Consequently, the 500 Hz TOB was
chosen as an indicator frequency band for the anthropogenic noise in the monitoring area.
The excess level higher than 12 dB within this frequency band can lead to communication
masking for the ringed seal. However, even during the “noisiest” weeks, this risk of
masking occurred for a quite small fraction of the time (8%). Based on this assessment,
the environmental risks related to the anthropogenic sound around the monitoring sites
can be considered as low.
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