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Seismic Airgun Blasting Could Be the Tipping Point
for North Atlantic Right Whales

The proposed expansion of offshore drilling in the Atlantic Ocean poses unacceptable risks to the critically

endangered North Atlantic right whale. Seismic airgun blasting in search of oil and gas is shortsighted and
dangerous. Seismic airguns create one of the loudest manmade sounds in the ocean.! During seismic surveys, ships
pull large arrays of airguns that release loud pressurized blasts
of air through the ocean and into the seafloor. This harmful
noise disrupts essential marine mammal activities such as
feeding, reproducing and communicating. If allowed, seismic
airgun blasting would put the North Atlantic right whale at risk
of immediate harm and threaten its very existence. Seismic
airgun blasting would hurt the chances for population recovery
and undermine ongoing efforts to reduce the human causes of
right whale mortality.

The North Atlantic right whale is one of the most endangered
species on the planet. Only about 400 North Atlantic right
whales remain.? The species faces a high risk of extinction due
to fishing gear entanglements, ship strikes and underwater
noise — all exacerbated by their small population size and low
birth rate.’ The most vulnerable whales — breeding females and
their calves — cannot suffer any additional stress because their

survival is crucial for the successful recovery of the entire
45

species.
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The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) authorized five companies to harass marine life
while simultaneously conducting seismic airgun blasting in the Atlantic. If geological and geophysical permits are
also granted by the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, seismic airgun blasting would impact the habitat of

North Atlantic right whales and could pose an existential threat to the species.

Seismic airgun blasts can disturb, injure or even kill many different species — from the smallest zooplankton to the
largest whales.>~!° The noise from seismic surveys can be heard underwater nearly 2,500 miles from the source."!!
Hearing is the most important sense for many marine animals because it is necessary for mating, foraging,

communicating, avoiding predators and navigating,'>~1

The permits, currently being challenged in court, allow marine mammal harassment up to 850 combined days of
around-the-clock activity and more than five million total seismic airgun blasts.!> By the government’s own
estimates, these surveys could injure and disturb marine mammals hundreds of thousands of times, including

critically endangered North Atlantic right whales.!® These whales regularly migrate along the East Coast of the
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United States and Canada, and can be found in the proposed seismic blast zone year-round.'®!” The coastal waters

off Florida, Georgia and the Carolinas are the only known calving grounds for this species.'®

To save North Atlantic right whales from extinction, seismic airgun blasting cannot
occur and deaths from fishing entanglements and ship strikes must stop.

The North Atlantic right whale population has declined for the last seven years due to manmade stressors, including
fishing gear entanglements, ship strikes and underwater noise.* Since June 2017, 20 North Atlantic right whale
deaths have been documented.!” When the cause of death was able to be determined, each proved to be human-
caused. NOAA designated this wave of deaths as an “Unusual Mortality Event,” which denotes a significant die-off

and demands an immediate response.'®

Fewer than 100 breeding females remain today, and their survival is vital for reproduction.? There have been a
handful of North Atlantic right whale births this winter, but no new calves were observed in the 2017/2018 season.
The low number of births since 2010 cannot make up for the amount of documented mortalities.>!” The North
Atlantic right whale population remains small, and with continued threats from human activity, their survival is

uncertain.
Seismic surveys threaten the survival of the North Atlantic right whale.

Loud background noise from seismic airgun blasting could prevent North Atlantic right whales from

communicating with each other, which is essential for their reproduction and survival.?’

Seismic airgun noise can
drown out the calls that keep mothers and calves together, increasing the likelihood that mother-calf pairs would
be separated following blasting.?® Without the protection of its mother, the calf could die. Noise also prevents
whales from communicating with other adults, including potential mates.?!"2

If seismic airgun blasting for oil and gas is not prevented in the Atlantic, it would produce harmful noise throughout
important right whale habitat — interfering with communication®® and increasing stress?® on an already vulnerable
species. Months of airgun blasting could cause chronic stress, leading to weakened immune systems or preventing
females from having successful pregnancies.>#*> Additional stress, combined with disrupted feeding and fewer new
births, means seismic blasting could have species-level consequences.'??* Given their small population, the North

Atlantic right whale cannot tolerate increased stress levels.

Oceana and its partners have sued the Trump administration to prevent seismic airgun
blasting in the Atlantic Ocean. We will not stop in the fight to protect our coast from
the expansion of dirty and dangerous offshore drilling and exploration.

Visit www.oceana.org/BlockTheBlast to get involved in the fight to protect North Atlantic right
whales from the threat of seismic airgun blasting.

Sources available online at: www.stopthedrill.org.

OCEANA.ORG
P F



http://www.oceana.org/BlockTheBlast
http://www.stopthedrill.org/

Sources:

10.

11.

12.

13.

Hildebrand J (2009) Anthropogenic and natural sources of
ambient noise in the ocean. Marine Ecology Progress Series 395: 5—
20. doi: 10.3354/meps08353

Pettis H, Pace R and Hamilton P (2018) North Atlantic Right
Whale Consortium 2018 Annual Report Card. Report to the
North Atlantic Right Whale Consortium. www.narwc.org.
NOAA (2018) Biological Opinion on the Bureau of Ocean
Energy Management's Issuance of Five Oil and Gas Permits for
Geological and Geophysical Seismic Surveys off the Atlantic
Coast of the United States, and the National Marine Fisheries
Services’ Issuance of Associated Incidental Harassment
Authorizations. Office of Protected Resources, National Marine
Fisheries Service, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
doi: 10.25923/t4qs-jc72

Pace RM, Corkeron PJ and Kraus SD (2017) State-space mark-
recapture estimates reveal a recent decline in abundance of
North Atlantic right whales. Ecology and Evolution doi:
10.1002/ece3.3406

Farmer NA, Noren DP, Fougéres EM, Machernis A and Baker K
(2018) Resilience of the endangered sperm whale Physeter
macrocephalus to foraging disturbance in the Gulf of Mexico,
USA: a bioenergetic approach. Marine Ecology Progress Series 589:
241-261. doi: 10.3354/meps12457

McCauley RD, Day RD, Swadling KM, et al. (2017) Widely used
marine seismic survey air gun operations negatively impact
zooplankton. Nature Ecology & Evolution 1: 0195. doi:
10.1038/s41559-017-0195

Castellote M, Clark CW and Lammers MO (2012) Acoustic and
behavioural changes by fin whales (Balaenoptera physalus) in
response to shipping and airgun noise. Biological Conservation
147: 115-122. doi: 10.1016/j.biocon.2011.12.021

Cerchio S, Strindberg S, Collins T, Bennett C and Rosenbaum H
(2014) Seismic Surveys Negatively Affect Humpback Whale
Singing Activity off Northern Angola. PLoS ONE 9: e86464. doi:
10.1371/journal.pone.0086464

de Soto NA, Delorme N, Atkins J, et al. (2013) Anthropogenic
noise causes body malformations and delays development in
marine larvae. Scientific Reports 3 doi: 10.1038/srep02831
McCauley RD, Fewtrell ] and Popper AN (2003) High intensity
anthropogenic sound damages fish ears. The journal of the
acoustical society of America 113: 638-642.

Nieukirk SL, Mellinger DK, Moore SE, et al. (2012) Sounds from
airguns and fin whales recorded in the mid-Atlantic Ocean,
1999-2009. The Journal of the Acoustical Society of America 131:
1102-1112. doi: 10.1121/1.3672648

Shannon G, McKenna MF, Angeloni LM, et al. (2016) A
synthesis of two decades of research documenting the effects of
noise on wildlife: Effects of anthropogenic noise on wildlife.
Biological Reviews 91: 982-1005. doi: 10.1111/brv.12207
Merchant ND, Fristrup KM, Johnson MP, et al. (2015)
Measuring acoustic habitats. Methods in Ecology and Evolution 6:
257-265. doi: 10.1111/2041-210X.12330

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

Putland RL, Merchant ND, Farcas A and Radford CA (2018)
Vessel noise cuts down communication space for vocalizing fish
and marine mammals. Global Change Biology 24: 1708-1721. doi:
10.1111/gcb.13996

NOAA (2018) Takes of Marine Mammals Incidental to Specified
Activities; Taking Marine Mammals Incidental to Geophysical
Surveys in the Atlantic Ocean. National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration : 83 FR 63268.

Hodge K, Muirhead C, Morano J, Clark C and Rice A (2015)
North Atlantic right whale occurrence near wind energy areas
along the mid-Atlantic US coast: implications for management.
Endangered Species Research 28: 225-234. doi: 10.3354/esr00683
Davis GE, Baumgartner MF, Bonnell JM, et al. (2017) Long-
term passive acoustic recordings track the changing distribution
of North Atlantic right whales (Eubalaena glacialis) from 2004
to 2014. Scientific Reports 7 doi: 10.1038/541598-017-13359-3
NOAA (2018) NOAA Stock Assessment. North Atlantic Right
Whale (Eubalaena glacialis):Western Atlantic Stock.

NMEFS (2018) 2017-2018 North Atlantic Right Whale Unusual
Mortality Event | NOAA Fisheries. Available:
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/national/marine-life-
distress/2017-2018-north-atlantic-right-whale-unusual-
mortality-event. Accessed Jan 16, 2019.

Tennessen J and Parks S (2016) Acoustic propagation modeling
indicates vocal compensation in noise improves communication
range for North Atlantic right whales. Endangered Species
Research 30: 225-237. doi: 10.3354/esr00738

Hatch LT, Clark CW, Van Parijs SM, Frankel AS and Ponirakis
DW (2012) Quantifying Loss of Acoustic Communication Space
for Right Whales in and around a U.S. National Marine
Sanctuary. Conservation Biology 26: 983-994. doi:
10.1111/j.1523-1739.2012.01908.x

Nowacek DP, Clark CW, Mann D, et al. (2015) Marine seismic
surveys and ocean noise: time for coordinated and prudent
planning. Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment 13: 378-386.
Rolland RM, Parks SE, Hunt KE, et al. (2012) Evidence that ship
noise increases stress in right whales. Proceedings of the Royal
Society B: Biological Sciences 279: 2363-2368. doi:
10.1098/rspb.2011.2429

Kight CR and Swaddle JP (2011) How and why environmental
noise impacts animals: an integrative, mechanistic review.
Ecology Letters 14: 1052-1061. doi: 10.1111/§.1461-
0248.2011.01664.x

Romero ML and Butler LK (2007) Endocrinology of Stress.
International Journal of Comparative Psychology 20: 89-95.

OCEANA.ORG

P




