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Navy delays plan to increase ocean testing in Northwest 
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Updated: 03/12/2010 04:58:52 PM PST 

 
The Obama administration plans to launch a comprehensive study of how the rising noise level in the ocean impacts 
whales and other marine mammals. The move is thanks in part to local opposition to a still-pending and long-past-due 
plan to increase U.S. Navy-led weapons testing offshore.  

The Navy still hasn't released a final environmental impact report to expand offshore weapons testing in the Pacific 
Northwest, more than six months after the controversial plan was scheduled to be released and put in place.  

The Obama administration inherited the plan from the Bush administration, which in late 2008 released a two-part 
environmental impact report that totaled more than 1,500 pages.  

Following objections about potential negative impacts on whales (led by Mendocino County residents and eventually 
including members of Congress from Oregon), several delays were granted, stretching the matter into last summer.  

The Obama administration has turned the controversy into an opportunity to launch a broad study of how naval sonar 
and other sound may impact marine mammals along all the nation's coasts.  

This information will be integrated into broader efforts led by the White House Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) 
to both preserve and develop federal ocean waters. The CEQ is in the midst of an effort to study the ocean and 
coordinate efforts among federal agencies, which have often feuded or ignored each other in the past.  

The new approach has resulted in several new federal efforts to study marine mammals.  

The effects of sonar on whales is not entirely known. While the Northwest Training Range Complex plan includes 
mitigation measures and anticipates disturbances to marine mammals but predicts no marine mammal deaths, recent 
studies have found that rising noise levels in the oceans are stressing marine mammals.  

As part of the review process, the National Marine Fisheries Service is now working on a "sound budget" for the oceans, 
Undersecretary of Commerce for Oceans and Atmosphere Jane Lubchenco told the White House CEQ in a letter. A 
workshop will be scheduled for this summer on ocean sound impacts.  

"We will invite the Navy and other agencies to take part," Lubchenco wrote. "There is currently a great deal of concern 
that a variety of human sources of marine sound are acting in a cumulative way to degrade the environment in which 
sound-sensitive animals communicate. There are no comprehensive baselines with which to measure the cumulative 
sound impacts such as increased military vessel traffic and emitted sound in the ranges."  

The Navy is also expanding weapons training ranges in the Atlantic, in the Pacific off Hawaii and in the Gulf of Mexico, 
but none of those efforts had even registered on a Google Internet search until locals chimed in at the very end of what 
had been an entirely obscure process.  

One Naval official said he was quite surprised that the Navy's publicly noticed meetings had gotten virtually zero 
response from the press until the issue riled up locals.  

The irony is that Mendocino County residents got involved because of confusion over the border of the testing range, 
which in the end turned out not to include any part of Mendocino County.  

The Northwest Training Range Complex extends from just north of the Mendocino County line to the Canadian border. 
Initial maps had no clear identifying southern boundary and appeared to end inside Mendocino County, which led to 
extensive coverage of the issue by local media, particularly KZYX&Z radio.  

The proposed environmental impact report had been scheduled for completion in early 2009, but the date was 
postponed several times as controversy spread.  

Mendocino County supervisors and Congressman Mike Thompson brought Navy spokespersons to a meeting, where 
locals were briefed, and another delay was made in the public comment period.  

Finally, the extended dates for public comments came to an end and a final EIR was promised by "fall of 2009." The 
matter was promised to be finished and a decision in place by the end of 2009, the Northwest Training Range Complex 
website states.  

"They would have been testing by now full scale if we hadn't spoken up ... Thus, we have made a difference," said 
Rosalind Peterson of Ukiah, who has been a leader in attacking the weapons plan.  

The Navy has provided information to challenge assertions made in publications Peterson has helped put out. Peterson 
has asserted thousands of marine mammals would be killed by the program. The Navy clarified that the word "taking" in 
the EIR does not mean death or even serious harm.  

Peterson points out that while the slow-down is welcome, the Navy testing continues unabated under old and new rules. 

"While all of this discussion is taking place, [approved] Navy programs in the Atlantic, Pacific, and the Gulf of Mexico are 
ongoing at this time. The Navy is apparently not going forward with the one here (although no one will say that for sure). 
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Thus, there is no stopping of current and ongoing programs as this discussion is going on," Peterson said.  

She says locals will have to remain diligent as studies are done.  

"NOAA is working hand in glove for all the studies with the Navy," Peterson said. "Thus, there are no independent 
voices being heard except in these so-called public hearings. You have the Navy fox guarding the hen house and 
funding all this stuff, as NOAA does not probably have the money for the studies, etc."  

Navy spokeswoman Sheila Murray said the final environmental document was still in the works and could come up this 
spring.  

"But that's only a guess," she said.  

Further information on the Navy weapons plan is difficult to come by. A website set up to promote the plan at 
www.nwtrangecomplexeis.com has videos and facts but is now humorously out of date, although still operating.  

For more than a half-century, the Navy did testing without putting environmental impact reports forward. During the 
Bush Administration the decision was made to launch a public process for a plan to increase use of Navy testing ranges 
by all branches of the service on all U.S. coasts.  

As Obama took office, the National Marine Fisheries Service was in the process of publishing a rule that would allow the 
taking of marine mammals along the Atlantic Coast due to the use of Navy sonar. NMFS had previously published rules 
to allow such takings in Hawaii and Southern California.  

In the Pacific Northwest it was thought that no deaths would result and "takings" would be less than in other regions. 
Yet, the controversy came mostly from that region.  

The administration included requirements for greater study in approving the rules for new testing in the Atlantic and 
Gulf. Following that, several studies emerged, including one in England that suggested previously unknown negative 
impacts on marine mammals from growing noise levels, not just a particular sonar range.  

The Pacific Northwest proposal has not been mentioned in the administration report, while the other plans have moved 
forward. 
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