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Square Off on Sonar System
Sept. 1 Altered the Dispute Over Survival of Large Whales

By Mase Knuruan
Tashingin ot S Vier

- For more thana decade, the Navy
Has been developingza revolutionary
sonar_system designed to_detect
‘D “quiet” submarines of the fu-
‘e by sending out extremely loud,
loyeirequency pings around  the
lobe.

*_“At the same time, environmental-
‘ssand oceanographers have grown
Sncreasingly worried that the in-
tense sound waves emitted by the
siew sonar would seriously confuse,
injure and eventually kil noisesen
sitive marine mammals, and large
bales in particulr.

Now. with the National Marine
sherics Scrvice (NMFS) on the
‘e of making a final decision on
wehether o allow deployment of the
new low-frequency sonar—and, if
50, with what restrictions—the Na-
v and its crties have intensified
their competing campaigns to have
it quickly approved or permanently
sidetracked.

Disputes between the miliary.
and environmentalists arc nothing
new, But the Navy sonar contro-
versy s approaching a climax in
what both proponents and oppo-
nentssay isa new atmosphere creal-
edby the Sept. 11 attacks.

“The milftary has been for some
time increasingly concerned about
environmentl “encroachments” of
allkinds—conservationsasedre-
strictions on how training camps
and bombing ranges can be used,
and now on deploying new technolo-
& Miltary leaders say the time has
arrived to address these concerns,
and Congress appears increasingly
sympathetic o this viewpoint.

A resul, the Pentagon i circ
lating within the Bush administra
tion a draft of a proposed bill that
would greatly limitthe reach of nvi-
roumental s on miltary raining
and deployment—formally prohib
iting the federal government. from
placing the conservation of public
lands or the protection of endan-
gered species above the needs of
millary preparedness.

“The bill would make it far more
iffeul o delay projects such asthe
tew sonar system because of con-
cemoverits effects on whales, More
broadly, it could change how basic
pollation-control laws are enforcec!

Children n the Bahamas touch 2 beached whale in March 2000, The Navy this
year said ts sonar was partly responsible for the strandings of the whales.

onmilitary bases,and it would limi-
mte another_environmental chal
fengee that has especially outraged
defense oficials and some members
of Congress, After a federal judge
ruled this morth that the Nayy vas
violting the Miggatory Bird Treaty
Act by using as  bombing range an
iand in the Pacifc vith protected
bids, ofiial were incensed that
the Gaining might have 0 t0p. Un-
der the drat il it would not be af-
fected.

Environmentalists_acknowledge
hat since the September errorist
attacks, it has become more diffclt
t0 argue that the environment can
be preserved as before without sac-
ifcng national prepasecness. and
security. But they are nonetheless
planning for a lnwsuit {0 block the
sonar system if iUis approved, and
for apoliical campaign o resistthe
broader legilation tht they expect
will e introduced soon.

‘The sonar dispute is especially
emotional because it pts the na
tion'slong-embraced goal of protect.
ing whales against the miliary'ses-
sential objctive of protecing its
roops, It has also escalated because
marine biologists have.grown in-
creasingly concerned sbout the dan-
gers of al inds of noise polluton in
the oceans,

Marine mammals, and whales in
particular, have a scnse of hearing
that s far more sensitive than their
sight, and they rely on sound 1o
avoid dangers, o find food and to
communicate vith one another. Yot
the growing jumble of sound—irom

commercial and miliary shipping.
from underwater gas and ol explo-
ation, from other industrial devel
opment and now from “active”
nar—is threatening those abltis.

1 is absolutely necessary to be
worried about sound if we don't
wan {0 negatively impact. marine
creatures,” sid Darlene Ketten, an
auditory specialist at the Woods
Hole Oceanoggraphic Institution and
a member of an ongoing National
‘Academy ofSciences rescarch efort
into ocean

Speakingg at a_recent House
Armed Serviees subcommitiee hear-
ing on_ environmental "encroach-
ments,” Willam Hogarth, assistant
administrator for fisheries at. the
NMES, went. further, saying. that
“froma marine mammal standpoint,
probably the number one issuc i
acousticsand noise inthe marine en-
vironment”

Butamong policymakers,nothing
s more important now than securi-
. And the Navy has been arguing
for years that it needs low-requency
sorir (o protect against submarine
threats.

“The new sonar, part of the Sur-
veilance Towed Array Sensor Sys-
tem (SURTASS), would allow the
Navy to detect and track quiet sub-
marines—which don' create the
noise that can be followed through
“passive” sonar—and fo do it at a
much longer range. The low fre-
quencies are essential to the systcm
becausethey travel much farther un-
dervater than the higher frequen:
cies now employed
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Unintended Targets

The Navy wants to deploy a powerful sonar system to defect now “quict” submarines, Mang,
sccanographers and environmentalists believe the loud, low-frequency sound waves emitted by
the system could harm marine mammals.

] A shippacked with undewater survellance gear it ] Lovwfrequency waves travel a great
lowrequency sound waves from underwater speakers. distance in water and may disrupt whales”

ability to navigate and communicate with
The waves reflect off objects in the water, and the ‘one another. At close range, very loud

reflected waves are picked up by detectors near the o A ity Tl
Surface, pinpointing the obiect's ocation. bursts might be physicalyfarmit
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Two years ago,six beaked whales died after being stranded on
‘beaches in the Bahamas, Scientists determined that some of the
whales had suffered inner-car damage from mid-requency sonar
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minuteata time. ANl six animals that died were
its lowfrequency active sonar What we talk about with occan  beaked whales, a smaller species.
Arctic and Antarctic, as well noise and a noisemaker of this in-  known to be deep divers and there-.
L secilly seniiive regions  tensity i somethny that can impact _forevery senstive tonofse, But v
e e, and wil take o broad range of species, up and  large Minke whales were s
o tions o make sure  down thefood chain,” sid Michael  stranded, rising concerns aboutpo-
s oot dolphins are not nearby  Jasn, a senior policy analyst with  tentialy broad effects rom sona
e e bisa, uite  the Natural_Resources Defense _ Since then, few of the approxi.
e 2Tt of people aré taking  Council (NRDC), which bas e the  mately 56 bealed whales normally
R tontil probemyat whai _ appasition to lowfrequency somar,  seen the area have reurmed, o
o i e sopa in the data, be-  “Thisdecison’by NFSissimpar.  cording fo marine rescrcher K
b e are not  tant because it wil determine, to . neth Balob, of he Bahamas Mz
e e id Joweph Johmon, o vry lange xten,the goveroment’s  inc_ Mamnal Survey, Only, two
e o amager fo the 0. abiltyo fectivly eplatearaftol  came back withn (wo years 3 -
O W' akema hardook  othe sytems i the works oo pearapee thal, Baloomb called "u
e comortable we can do this _ Conservationists became espe-  precedented”
safely” cially coneerned after an incidentin __The sonar used by the Navy in the
I wivonmental groups are  March 2000 in which 17 marine  Bahamas was a conventional mid
iy shapticl epecialy becaine  mammals beeame strunded on land  ffequency system, and there o
e tend the Nowy conducied  in the Babamas. The Navy initlly . been intensescenfc debate oot
e e estingand niited de- said it sonar had nothingtodowith  whether the new lowfrequency so-
et withut preparing a re. the stranding. But afler stodies  nar coud have the same efecs, 1o
ied emvironmenal impact state.  showed the ftal trauna in ixofthe it envronmentel mpact stirien
e e ot system es 18 sets  animals was caused by underwater  issued under. presure, the Novi
ke Lo semd oul sounds—at_noise, the Navy acknowldged in._found nosgpificant harm to marine
ecbel levels comparable fothose of  January that its sonar was in part re-
2 jet taking ofi—for more than a sponsible. See SONAR, A 12, Gol. |

The Navy says it will forgo
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SONAR, From 43

mammals. from the low-requency
sound blasts.

But there were effects. Halfof the
‘humpback whales that were tracked.
temporarily stopped_their songs
when the loud sonar pings reached
them, The Marine Mammal Com-
mission, a federal advisory grouy
said that_observation was worti-
some and suggested there could be
Tong:term consequences.

“The debate is complicated further
by the lkelihood that loud and far-
reaching sonar is being developed

by other countries. Navy officals,

bave said that France and Russia
have deployed similarlow-requency
sonars, and environmental groups
say many other nations are worki
on them, too. This creates the possi
bility of widescale sonar prolifera-
tion, and of whales and dolphins be-
ing bombarded by sound waves.
from many directions.

The NMFSalready gavea prelim-
inary restricted approval to the Na-
v's lowrequency sonar st year,
but that was before the Navy's role
in the Bahamas strandings was de-
termined. Tt was also before some of
the opposition 10 lowrequency so-
nar_became apparent. Soon alfer
that decision, Sen. Barbara Boxer
(D-Caif) said i a statement, T am
disturbed by the growing scientific
evidence that low-frequency active
sonar has a devastating impact” o0
whales and dolphins. Her office sid

many constituents oppose the new
sonar, and that she is following the
issue closel.

But the preliminary ruling was be-
fore Sept. 11 as well, and Defense
Department officials and members
of Congress now appear less likely
o accept. restrictions on how and
where the new sonar might be used.
“The language of the antrencroach:
ment_bill_now circulating—called
the Sustainable Defense Readiness.
and  Environmental Protection
Act—gives a greater weight to mil-
itary concerns over environmental
ones.

At the House subcommittee bear-
ing; last. month, members of Con-
sress made clear they were open to
the administration's cfforts at “re-
balancing’ the military-environment
equation. “T vant protection of our
endangered species. | want protec-
tion of our wetlands. I want a bal-
ance in what we do as a society;
said Rep. Curt Weldon (RPa.) in a
typical comment. “But things are
very much out of control and out of
balance.” The subcommitee is ex-
pecte o have il eadyater i

Environmental groups re qually
concerned and are preparing for a
prolonged contest over low{requen-
¢ sonar and related military s
‘sues—probably i courtand in Con-
gress.“Whatever [the  federal
agency] decides on sonar, T don't
think it will b the final word on the
subject.”aid Jasny of the NRDC. ~





