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A Federal judge in San Francisco has granted a preliminary injunction against today’s scheduled deployment of the Navy’s low frequency active sonar system. But, in her 58-page decision, Magistrate Judge Elizabeth La Porte agreed with the Navy that a ban on the system, even in peacetime, would affect military preparedness.  Still, environmentalists are calling the decision a victory for those who say that loud underwater sounds are killing and injuring marine mammals. Kellia Ramares filed this report: 

Its full name is Surveillance Towed Array Sensor System Low Frequency Active Sonar, or SURTASS LFA, and it’s loud.  The system emits a 215 dB sound, called a “ping,” in bursts from 6 to 100 seconds. A 215 dB “ping” is as loud as a twin engine F15 fighter taking off. 

SURTASS LFA actually has both passive and active components. The active part is the “ping” that bounces off the target and returns an echo the system detects through its passive or listening component. In principle, this is similar to the echo location used by marine mammals to navigate and find prey. That’s part of the problem, say some environmentalists, who assert that LFA sonar pollutes the marine sound environment and can hamper efforts of marine mammals, sea turtles and fish to find food and mates, or avoid predators. 

Dr. Vivianne Verdon-Roe, cofounder of the environmental organization Sea Flow, says LFA is killing whales worldwide:
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Calling submarines the ultimate stealth weapons, the Navy says it needs SURTASS LFA sonar to detect today’s quieter subs at long distances. The Navy’s website on the system says “an undetected submarine is an underwater terrorist, threatening any surface ship or coastline within its range.”

Feeling pressure from environmental groups, the Navy decided in 1996 to issue an environmental impact statement. The final version was issued in January, 2001. Its 29-page executive summary is riddled with scientific uncertainties concerning the impact of low frequency sounds on marine life:

“Data regarding underwater hearing capabilities of marine mammals are rare and limited to a few of the smaller species that can be conditioned for hearing tests in the laboratory. 

“Data on the responses of marine mammals to Low Frequency sounds are limited.

 “There is a very limited basis for determining the potential effects of repeated exposure for marine mammals.

“Research is needed to address basic gaps in scientific knowledge on the underwater sound exposure levels that may cause injury to marine mammals.”

The Navy says that it plans not to use the LFA sonar within 12 miles of a coastline, or if whales are seen in the area, and that the system will be on only about 20 percent of the time.  But Mark Palmer of the Earth Island Institute says there’s a major loophole to these mitigation plans:
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Environmentalists are hailing yesterday’s preliminary injunction as a victory. Joel Reynolds, senior attorney with the Natural Resources Defense Council, which is suing the Navy, outlined NRDC’s argument for blocking the system. 
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Judge La Porte granted the preliminary injunction on the ground that the permit likely violated at least four federal laws. But she said that the Navy had to right to train with the system. She has given both sides until November 7th to come up with a plan that balances environmental and military interests. Still, Reynolds called the injunction a major step in the right direction:
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For Free Speech Radio News, I’m Kellia Ramares in San Francisco. 

