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U.S. Rules Would Allow ‘Seismic Air Gun Use in Search for Offshore Oil & Gas
By Lenny Bernstein,
The federal government proposed rules Thursday that would allow the use of “seismic air guns” and
other methods of exploring the ocean floor off a huge swath of the southeastern United States for the
first time in decades.
The move is seen as a step toward a possible battle over offshore drilling for oil and gas there in the
latter part of the decade or beyond.
Nine companies have applied for permits to use the loud devices to determine how much fossil fuel
lies beneath the water in a 330,000-square-mile area from the mouth of Delaware Bay to just south of
Cape Canaveral, Fla., according to Tommy P. Beaudreau, director of the Bureau of Ocean Energy
Management, which issued Thursday’s environmental impact statement.
Conservationists have questioned the need to explore for oil and gas in the Atlantic Ocean and
contend that blasts from the air guns harm marine life.
The area is off-limits to oil and gas exploration until 2017, but President Obama’s successor could lift
that restriction. The BOEM estimates there are 3.3 billion barrels of oil and 31.3 trillion cubic feet of
gas off the East Coast, but that assessment was done in the early 1980s using technology that is now
outdated.
The underwater mapping also can be used to find the best sites for offshore wind turbines and sand
deposits for beach replenishment.
Beaudreau said the agency’s preferred rules “are designed to eliminate or mitigate the potential
effects of such activities” on marine mammals, fish, sea turtles, birds and bottom-dwelling life.
The air guns, towed behind vessels on the ocean surface, emit blasts of compressed air that are as
loud as a roaring jet engine. The pulses must be issued every 10 or 15 seconds for days, weeks or
months at a time to produce reflected sound that is used to map what lies beneath the ocean floor.
Marine mammals such as whales that rely on sound for navigation are sensitive to such blasts of
sound, conservationists say. To protect the endangered North Atlantic right whale and nesting turtles,
the rules would prohibit use of the air guns in certain areas and at certain times during migration and
nesting periods.
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Vessels would be required to employ passive acoustic technology to determine when marine life is
nearby instead of the visual spotting that was relied upon in the past.
Oceana, a leader of the fight against use of the devices in the Atlantic, said the November -to-April
ban on the use of air guns within 20 miles of the coast is insufficient to protect the right whale, said
Matt Huelsenbeck, a marine scientist with the group. He said the BOEM should have used updated
acoustic standards developed by the federal government and should have better investigated
alternative technologies.
“Doing the seismic testing, the administration is taking a big step to allowing offshore drilling in the
future,” he said. “We shouldn’t be looking for things in the Atlantic and putting all these animals at
risk.”
Chip Gill, president of the International Association of Geophysical Contractors, said in a statement
that the organization is reviewing the BOEM’s study to ensure that the restrictions “are proportionate
to the level of risk of impact to marine life and based on sound science.”
Beaudreau stressed that before any contractor could conduct a survey, it would face the possibility of
additional restrictions as part of the permitting process.
More from The Washington Post: Seismic air guns provoke skirmish over offshore oil drilling Debate
over seismic air guns should wait until science has spoken Photo Gallery: Drilling Alaska
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Launch media viewer
A blue whale near rigs off Southern California. Experts disagree on the effects of seismic surveys on
sea mammals. Credit David McNew/Getty Images
The Interior Department opened the door on Thursday to the first searches in decades for oil and gas
off the Atlantic coast, recommending that undersea seismic surveys proceed, though with a host of
safeguards to shield marine life from much of their impact.
The recommendation is likely to be adopted after a period of public comment and over objections by
environmental activists who say it will be ruinous for the climate and sea life alike.
The American Petroleum Institute called the recommendation a critical step toward bolstering the
nation’s energy security, predicting that oil and gas production in the region could create 280,000 new
jobs and generate $195 billion in private investment.
Activists were livid. Allowing exploration “could be a death sentence for many marine mammals, and
is needlessly turning the Atlantic Ocean into a blast zone,” Jacqueline Savitz, a vice president at the
conservation group Oceana, said in a statement on Thursday.
Oceana and other groups have campaigned for months against the Atlantic survey plans, citing
Interior Department calculations that the intense noise of seismic exploration could kill and injure
thousands of dolphins and whales.
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But while the assessment released on Thursday repeats those estimates, it also largely dismisses
them, stating that they employ multiple worst-case scenarios and ignore measures by humans and
the mammals themselves to avoid harm.
Many marine scientists say the estimates of death and injury are at best seriously inflated. “There’s
no argument that some of these sounds can harm animals, but it’s blown out of proportion,” Arthur N.
Popper, who heads the University of Maryland’s laboratory of aquatic bioacoustics, said in an
interview. “It’s the Flipper syndrome, or ‘Free Willy.’ ”
How the noise affects sea mammals’ behavior in the long term — an issue about which little is known
— is a much greater concern, he said.
A formal decision to proceed with surveys would reopen a swath off the East Coast stretching from
Delaware to Cape Canaveral, Fla., that has been closed to petroleum exploration since the early
1980s.
Actual drilling of test wells could not begin until a White House ban on production in the Atlantic
expires in 2017, and even then, only after the government agrees to lease ocean tracts to oil
companies, an issue officials have barely begun to study.
The petroleum industry has sunk 51 wells off the East Coast — none of them successful enough to
begin production — in decades past. But the Interior Department said in 2011 that 3.3 billion barrels
of recoverable oil and 312 trillion cubic feet of natural gas could lie in the exploration area, and nine
companies have already applied for permits to begin surveys.
President Obama committed in 2010 to allowing oil and gas surveys along the same stretch of the
Atlantic, and the government had planned to lease tracts off the Virginia coast for exploration in 2011.
But those plans collapsed after the Deepwater Horizon oil rig disaster in April 2010, and the
government later banned activity in the area until 2017.
Thirty-four species of whales and dolphins, including six endangered whales, live in the survey area.
Environmental activists say seismic exploration could deeply imperil blue and humpback whales as
well as the North American right whale, which numbers in the hundreds.
Surveys generally use compressed-air guns that produce repeated bursts of sound as loud as a
howitzer, often for weeks or months on end. The Interior Department’s estimate said that up to 27,000
dolphins and 4,600 whales could die or be injured annually during exploration periods, and that three
million more would suffer various behavioral changes.
But many scientists say death and injury are not a major concern. Decades of seismic exploration
worldwide have yet to yield a confirmed whale death, the government says.
“It is quite unlikely that most sounds, in realistic scenarios, will directly cause injury or mortality to
marine mammals,” Brandon Southall, perhaps the best-known expert on the issue, wrote in an email
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exchange. “Most of the issues now really have to do with what are the sublethal effects — what are
the changes in behavior that may happen.” Dr. Southall is president of SEA Incorporated, an
environmental consultancy in Santa Cruz, Calif.
Loud sounds like seismic blasts appear to cause stress to marine mammals, just as they do to
humans. Experts say seismic exploration could alter feeding and mating habits, for example, or
simply drown out whales’ and dolphins’ efforts to communicate or find one another. But the true
impact has yet to be measured; there is no easy way to gauge the long-term effect of sound on
animals that are constantly moving.
“These animals are living for decades, if not centuries,” said Aaron Rice, the director of Cornell
University’s bioacoustics research program. “The responses you see are not going to manifest
themselves in hours or days or weeks. We’re largely speculating as to what the consequences will
be. But in my mind, the absence of data doesn’t mean there isn’t a problem.”
A version of this article appears in print on February 28, 2014, on page A11 of the New York edition
with the headline: U.S. Moves Toward Atlantic Oil Exploration, Stirring Debate Over Sea Life.
End
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Debate over seismic air guns should wait until science has spoken
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