


"Comparing loudness for different species 
in air and in water is very controversial." 

Concerning decompression sickness in 
whales, Ketten said, "There has been a lot 
of speculation, but so far there is no proof 
it has occurred." Tyack added that "beaked 
whales that stranded during sonar exercises 
have been reported to have gas bubbles in 
their tissues that are consistent with decom­
pression, but there is great scientific uncer­
tainty about whether beaked whales could 
get the bends from one rapid surfacing." 

On the other side, analyses by federal 
regulators and the US. Navy may not fully 
account for all sonar risks, Tyack said. The 
Navy has agreed that sonar in some situ­
ations may cause beaked whales to strand 
on beaches and die. In environmental im­
pact statements, the US. Navy notes a link 
between sonar and 37 whale deaths in five 
stranding events worldwide since 1996. 
However, given how little information is 
available, the problem may well extend be­
yond these 37 whales. Sonar may have a 
host of other effects on marine mammals, 
such as stress, disorientation, hearing loss, 
and disruption of feeding, that may have 
important impacts but would not be evident 
in the stranding record, he said. 

Technology offers solutions 
Ironically, most scientists and US. fish­

eries managers agree that far more marine 
mammals are killed in fishing gear than by 
sonar. A study by Andrew Read of Duke 
University and colleagues, presented to the 
Scientific Committee of the International 
Whaling Commission in 2003, estimated 
that 300,000 whales and dolphins are killed 
in fishing operations per year worldwide. By 
contrast, Barbara Taylor of the US. Nation­
al Marine Fisheries Service and colleagues 
informed the same committee in 2004 that 
fewer than 200 whales stranded coincident 
with naval maneuvers in the past 40 years. 

"When the courts and the public do not 
get an accurate picture of the threats posed 
by different human activities to marine 
mammals and other wildlife, it distorts con­
servation priorities and does not serve the 
interests of the animals," Tyack said. 

A recent technological invention-digi­
tal tags that can record whales' behavior and 
the sounds in their environment-has vast­
ly increased scientists' ability to learn how 

In May 1996, 13 Cuviers' beaked whales stranded in Kyparisiassis Gulf in Greece after the use 
of naval sonar in the area. Research by Alexandros Frantzis of the Pelagos Cetacean Research 
Institute first brought attention to the links between sonar and strandings. 

whales respond to sonar, he said. The Navy 
funds much of this research (see Page 38). 

"I am an optimist," Tyack said, "but I be­
lieve it's absolutely likely that in five years, 
researchers will know enough about beaked 
whale behavior in response to sonar to allow 
the Navy to plan missions that have mini­
mum impact on whales." 

"We could solve the sonar problem," 
Ketten agreed. "We are very close to answers 
on what animals like beaked whales hear 
and how they respond to sound. If all sides 
devoted more resources to research than to 
lawsuits, we could get solid answers, but 

without them, the lawsuits will continue." 
Joel Reynolds of the NRDC replied 

that lawsuits compelled new Navy research 
funding. "Without this advocacy, the Navy 
would almost certainly still be training ille­
gally with sonar around the world, with too 
little regard for marine impacts-just as it 
had for decades before environmental advo­
cates forced them to respond." 

Still, Tyack said, "It's ironic to think it's 
the human squabbling that is preventing the 
science from informing the policy." 

-Kate Madin 
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