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ABSTRACT 

The U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) plans to conduct a low-energy seismic survey onboard the 
oceanographic research vessel R/V Pelican, owned by the Louisiana Universities Marine Consortium, or 
aboard a similar vessel in the northwestern Gulf of Mexico during 17 April–4 May 2013.  The survey will 
take place in the U.S. Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) in water depths 1500–2000 m.  The seismic study 
will be conducted from the R/V Pelican with a towed pair of GI airguns, each with a discharge volume of 
105 in3.  There will be ~8 days of airgun operations during this survey. 

The purpose of the seismic survey is to develop technology and to collect data to assist the USGS 
in the characterization of naturally-occurring marine gas hydrates and to better understand the potential of 
gas hydrates as an energy source and their impact on seafloor stability. 

The USGS is requesting an Incidental Harassment Authorization (IHA) from the U.S. National 
Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) to authorize the incidental, i.e., not intentional, harassment of small 
numbers of marine mammals should this occur during the seismic survey.  The information in this 
Environmental Assessment (EA) supports the IHA application process and provides information on 
marine species that are not addressed by the IHA application, including seabirds and sea turtles that are 
listed under the U.S. Endangered Species Act (ESA) including candidate species, fish, and Essential Fish 
Habitat (EFH).  The EA addresses the requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).  
Alternatives addressed in this EA consist of a corresponding program at a different time, along with 
issuance of an associated IHA; and the no action alternative, with no IHA and no seismic survey.  This 
EA is tiered to, and incorporates by reference, material from the Final Programmatic Environmental 
Impact Statement/Overseas Environmental Impact Statement for Marine Seismic Research Funded by the 
National Science Foundation or Conducted by the U.S. Geological Survey (NSF and USGS 2011), for 
which the USGS Record of Decision was executed in February 2013 (USGS 2013). 

Numerous species of marine mammals inhabit the GOM.  Several of these species are listed as 
endangered under the U.S. Endangered Species Act (ESA): the sperm, North Atlantic right, humpback, 
sei, fin, and blue whales, and the West Indian manatee.  Other ESA-listed species that could occur in the 
area are the endangered leatherback, hawksbill, green, and Kemp’s ridley turtles, and the threatened 
loggerhead turtle.   

Potential impacts of the seismic survey on the environment would be primarily a result of the 
operation of the GI airguns.  Impacts would be associated with increased underwater noise, which may 
result in avoidance behavior by marine mammals, sea turtles, seabirds, and fish, and other forms of 
disturbance.  An integral part of the planned survey is a monitoring and mitigation program designed to 
minimize impacts of the proposed activities on marine animals present during the proposed research, and 
to document as much as possible the nature and extent of any effects.  Injurious impacts to marine 
mammals, sea turtles, and seabirds have not been proven to occur near airgun arrays.  The planned 
monitoring and mitigation measures would reduce the possibility of injurious effects. 

Protection measures designed to mitigate the potential environmental impacts to marine mammals 
and turtles will include the following:  ramp ups; typically two, but a minimum of one dedicated observer 
maintaining a visual watch during all daytime airgun operations; two observers 30 min before and during 
ramp ups during the day and at night; no start ups during poor visibility or at night unless at least one 
airgun has been operating or only where the safety radius is small enough to be visible; and shut downs 
when marine mammals or sea turtles are detected in or about to enter designated exclusion zones.  USGS 
and its contractors are committed to applying these measures in order to minimize effects on marine 
mammals and sea turtles and other environmental impacts. 
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With the planned monitoring and mitigation measures, unavoidable impacts to each species of 
marine mammal and turtle that could be encountered are expected to be limited to short-term, localized 
changes in behavior and distribution near the seismic vessel.  At most, effects on marine mammals may 
be interpreted as falling within the U.S. Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA) definition of “Level B 
Harassment” for those species managed by NMFS.  No long-term or significant effects are expected on 
individual marine mammals, sea turtles, seabirds, the populations to which they belong, or their habitats.
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I.  PURPOSE AND NEED 

The U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) intends to conduct a low-energy seismic survey aboard the 
R/V Pelican (owned and operated by the Louisiana Universities Marine Consortium) in the northwestern 
Gulf of Mexico (GOM) during a 15-day cruise in April–May 2013.  The seismic survey will take place in 
water depths ranging from ~1500 m to 2000 m, within the U.S. Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). 

The purpose of the proposed research, which is to be carried out by personnel from the USGS Gas 
Hydrates Project, is to develop technology and to collect data to assist in the characterization of marine 
gas hydrates in order to respond to a need to better understand their potential as an energy resource and 
their impact on seafloor stability.  In addition to these two topics, the USGS Gas Hydrates Project also 
researches the impact of climate change on natural gas hydrates and the impact of degassing from shallow 
subseafloor and permafrost gas hydrates on climate change.  However, that is not the purpose of this 
project.  These goals of the proposed Gulf of Mexico research program are consistent with the USGS 
mission to “provide reliable scientific information to describe and understand the Earth; minimize loss of 
life and property from natural disasters; manage water, biological, energy, and mineral resources; and 
enhance and protect our quality of life.”   The objectives of this proposed seismic research program also 
coincide with the goals articulated in the USGS Energy and Minerals Science Strategy (Ferrero et al., 
2012).  Through the USGS Energy Resources Program (ERP), which partially funds the USGS Gas 
Hydrates Project, the USGS conducts research to enhance understanding of the geologic occurrence, 
formation, and evolution of oil, gas, coal, and uranium resources.  The ERP is responsible for applying 
the results of this research to the assessment of economic and environmental impact of development of 
these resources, as well, and making this knowledge public.   The ERP provides accurate, dependable, 
and unbiased assessments of the world's energy resources and associated hazards for use in formulating 
policies at local, state and federal levels.  As an agency whose mission is entirely scientific, the USGS has 
no authority to exploit natural resources.   

The target sites for the proposed Gulf of Mexic methane hydrates seismic characterization study 
have been extensively investigated, including detailed logging while drilling (LWD), and are known to 
hold thick sequences of sand containing high saturations of gas hydrate.  The purpose of this new seismic 
acquisition is to expand outward from the boreholes the detailed characterization that has been 
accomplished there, and to develop and calibrate improved geophysical techniques for gas hydrate 
characterization, which may in some cases obviate further scientific drilling. 

The need for this activity is related to the inadequacy of existing seismic data to fully characterize the 
gas hydrate deposits and nearby geologic structures.  The available industry data for the locations of the 
proposed surveys were acquired with parameters that targeted deep (in some cases, subsalt) hydrocarbon 
occurrences.  Exhaustive analysis of these existing data during site evaluation (Hutchinson et al. 2009a,b) 
and before and after the LWD expedition underscored the inadequacy of these data for complete 
characterization of the gas hydrate deposits and relevant geologic structures.  Specifically, the existing data 
do not appropriately image the shallow subseafloor, including potential gas migration pathways, and do not 
provide appropriate data for regional estimates of gas hydrate saturations through analysis of compressional 
to shear wave conversions. If new seismic data designed to address these deficiencies are not acquired, then 
researchers will be unable to constrain whether faults intersect the hydrate-bearing sediments and how 
extensive the hydrate-bearing sediments may be.  The new seismic data will also expand scientific expertise 
in using shipborne, instead of drilling, data to estimate hydrate saturations within sediment formations.   

Numerous species of marine mammals inhabit the GOM.  Several of these species are listed as 
endangered under the U.S. Endangered Species Act (ESA): the sperm, North Atlantic right, humpback, sei, fin, 
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and blue whales, and the West Indian manatee.  Other ESA-listed species that could occur in the area are the 
endangered leatherback, hawksbill, green, and Kemp’s ridley turtles, and the threatened loggerhead turtle.   

This Environmental Assessment (EA) provides the information needed to assess the potential 
environmental impacts associated with the use of the GI airguns during the proposed survey.  The EA was 
prepared under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).  In accordance with CFR §46.120 and 
§46.140, this EA tiers to the NSF-USGS  PEIS (NSF and USGS 2011), which was adopted by the USGS 
through a Record of Decision signed on 27 February 2013 (USGS 2013).  This EA addresses potential 
impacts of the proposed seismic survey on marine mammals, as well as other species of concern in the 
survey area, notably sea turtles.  The EA also provides information in support of an application for an 
Incidental Harassment Authorization (IHA) from the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS).  The 
requested IHA would, if issued, allow the non-intentional, non-injurious “take by harassment” of small 
numbers of marine mammals during the proposed seismic survey by USGS during April–May 2013.   

To be eligible for an IHA, the proposed “taking” (with mitigation measures in place) must not 
cause serious physical injury or death of marine mammals, must have negligible impacts on the species 
and stocks, must “take” no more than small numbers of those species or stocks, and must not have an un-
mitigable adverse impact on the availability of the species or stocks for legitimate subsistence uses.   

Protection measures designed to mitigate the potential environmental impacts are also described in 
this EA as an integral part of the planned activities.  With these mitigation measures in place, any impacts 
on marine mammals and sea turtles are expected to be limited to short-term, localized changes in behavior 
of small numbers of animals.  No long-term or significant effects are expected on individual mammals, 
turtles, or populations.   

II.  ALTERNATIVES INCLUDING PROPOSED ACTION 

Three alternatives are evaluated:  (1) the proposed seismic survey and issuance of an associated 
IHA, (2) a corresponding seismic survey at an alternative time, along with issuance of an associated IHA, 
and (3) no action alternative. 

Proposed Action   

The project objectives and context, activities, and mitigation measures for USGS’ planned seismic 
survey are described in the following subsections. 

(1) Project Objectives and Context 

The Principal Investigators (PIs) plan to conduct a seismic survey at two sites that have been 
studied as part of the Gulf of Mexico Gas Hydrates Joint Industry Project (JIP), the GC955 and WR313 
study sites, in the northwest GOM (Fig. 1).  The goal of the proposed research is to develop technology 
and to collect data to assist in the characterization of marine gas hydrates in order to better understand 
their potential as an energy resource and their impact on seafloor stability.  These sites have been 
extensively studied, including detailed LWD, and are known to hold thick sequences of sand containing 
high saturations of gas hydrate.  The purpose of this new seismic acquisition is to expand outward from 
the boreholes the detailed characterization that has been accomplished there, and to develop and calibrate 
improved geophysical techniques for gas hydrate characterization.   
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(2) Proposed Activities 

(a) Location of the Activities 

The survey will encompass the area ~26.5ºN–27°N, ~90.5–92°W in the northwest GOM (Fig. 1).  
Water depths in the survey area range from ~1500 m to ~2000 m.  The seismic survey will be conducted 
within the U.S. EEZ, with airgun operations scheduled to occur for ~8 days of a 15-day cruise in April–
May 2013.  Some minor deviation from these dates is possible, depending on logistics and weather. 

(b) Description of the Activities 

The survey will involve one source vessel, the R/V Pelican.  The source vessel will deploy a pair of 
low-energy Generator-Injector (GI) airguns as an energy source (each with a discharge volume of 
105 in3), one 470-m long, 72-channel hydrophone streamer, and 25 ocean bottom seismometers (OBSs).  
The energy to the airguns is compressed air supplied by compressors on board the source vessel.  As the 
airguns are towed along the survey lines, the hydrophone streamer will receive the returning acoustic 
signals and transfer the data to the on-board processing system.  The OBSs record the returning acoustic 
signals internally for later analysis.  A subset of the survey lines will be repeated using either a single 35-
in3 GI gun or a 6-kJ sparker.  Regardless of which energy source is used, calculations in § IV assume that 
the two 105-in3 GI guns will be used. 

At each of the two study sites, 25 OBSs will be deployed and a total of ~700 km of survey lines 
will be collected in a grid pattern (Fig. 1).  Water depths are 1500–2000 m at each site.  All planned geo-
physical data acquisition activities will be conducted by technicians provided by USGS with on-board 
assistance by the scientists who have proposed the study.  The Principal Investigators are Dr. Seth Haines, 
USGS (Energy Program), Denver, CO, and Mr. Patrick Hart, USGS (Coastal and Marine Geology), Santa 
Cruz, CA.  The vessel will be self-contained, and the crew will live aboard the vessel for the entire cruise 

(c) Schedule 

The survey is scheduled during 16 April–5 May 2013.  Total survey time would be ~96 h at each of 
the two sites.  The remainder of the cruise consists of transit plus OBS deployment and retrieval.  The exact 
dates of the activities depend on logistics and weather conditions.  

(d) Source Vessel Specifications 

The R/V Pelican will be used for this survey.  The R/V Pelican has a length of 35.5 m, a beam of 8 m, 
and a full load draft of 2.9 m.  It is equipped with two Caterpillar Model 3412 1648-in3 diesel engines and 
a 80-hp Schottel bow thruster.  Electrical power is provided by two Caterpillar 3306, 99-kW diesel 
generators.  An operation speed of ~8.1 km/h (4.5 kt) will be used during seismic acquisition.  When not 
towing seismic survey gear, the R/V Pelican cruises at 17 km/h (9.2 kt).  It has a normal operating range 
of ~5600 km. 

The R/V Pelican will also serve as the platform from which vessel-based protected species 
observers (PSOs) will watch for marine mammals and sea turtles before and during airgun operations.  
The characteristics of the vessel that make it suitable for visual monitoring are described in § XI. 

Other details of the R/V Pelican include the following: 

Owner:  Louisiana Universities Marine Consortium 
Operator:  Louisiana Universities Marine Consortium 
Flag:  United States of America 
Launch Date:  1985, refit in 2003 
Gross Tonnage:   261 T 
Accommodation Capacity:  22 including 15 scientists 
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(e) Airgun Description 

The R/V Pelican will tow a pair of 105-in3 Sercel GI airguns as the primary energy source and a 
470-m streamer containing hydrophones along predetermined lines.  A subset of the survey lines will be 
repeated using either a single 35-in3 GI gun or a 6-kJ sparker.  Seismic pulses for the GI guns will be 
emitted at intervals of ~6–10 s.  At speeds of ~8.1 km/h, the shot intervals correspond to spacing of ~14–
23 m. Intervals for the sparker will be ~3 s or 7 m. 
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Figure 1.  Location of the proposed seismic surveys and OBSs at the GC955 and WR313 study sites, northwest Gulf of Mexico. 
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The generator chamber of each GI airgun in the primary source, the one responsible for introducing 
the sound pulse into the ocean, is 105 in3.  The injector chamber injects air into the previously-generated 
bubble to maintain its shape, and does not introduce more sound into the water.  The two GI airguns will 
be towed 8 m apart side by side, 21 m behind the R/V Pelican, at a depth of 3 m.  The total effective 
volume will be 210 in3. 

The single 35-in3 GI gun is the same type of dual chamber gun as the 105-in3 GI gun described 
above, with the generator and injector chambers each being 35 in3.  The manufacturer's literature indicates 
that a 35-in3 GI gun has an rms source level of ~208 dB re 1 μPa · m, a duration of about 10 ms, and 
dominant frequency components <500 Hz.  Field measurements by USGS personnel indicate that the GI 
gun outputs low sound amplitudes at frequencies >500 Hz.  The 35-in3 GI gun will be towed ~15 m 
behind the ship at ~2 m depth. 

The 6-kJoule Delta Sparker source is manufactured by Applied Acoustics Engineering Ltd.  The 
sparker generates a steam bubble by discharging electrical energy through a point electrode surrounded by 
seawater.  The rapid expansion of the steam bubble generates a positive pressure impulse lasting 0.3–
5.0 ms and frequencies concentrated between 200 and 1000 Hz.  The manufacturer's literature indicates 
that this sparker system operated at 6 kJoules has a pk-pk source level of ~226 dB re 1 μPa · m.  The 
sparker array will be towed at a nominal depth of 2 m and a distance of 10–20 m behind the ship. 

As the GI airguns are towed along the survey line, the towed hydrophone array receives the 
reflected signals and transfers the data to the on-board processing system.  The OBSs record the returning 
acoustic signals internally for later analysis.  Given the short streamer length behind the vessel (470 m), 
the turning rate of the vessel while the gear is deployed is much higher than the limit of five degrees per 
minute for a seismic vessel towing a streamer of more typical length (>>l km).  Thus, the maneuverability 
of the vessel is not limited much during operations. 

GI Airgun Specifications  

Energy Source Two GI airguns of 105 in3 

Source output (downward) 0-pk is 5.5 bar-m (234.4 dB re 1 μPa · m); 
   pk-pk is 9.8 bar-m (239.8 dB re 1 μPa · m) 
Towing depth of energy source 3 m 
Air discharge volume ~210 in3 
Dominant frequency components 0–188 Hz 
Gun positions used Two side by side airguns 8 m apart 
Gun volumes at each position (in3)  105, 105 

The nominal downward-directed source levels indicated above do not represent actual sound levels 
that can be measured at any location in the water.  Rather, they represent the level that would be found 
1 m from a hypothetical point source emitting the same total amount of sound as is emitted by the 
combined GI airguns.  The actual received level at any location in the water near the GI airguns will not 
exceed the source level of the strongest individual source.  In this case, that will be about 234.4 dB re 
1 μPa · m peak, or 239.8 dB re 1μPa · m peak-to-peak.  Actual levels experienced by any organism more 
than 1 m from either GI airgun will be significantly lower. 

A further consideration is that the rms1 (root mean square) received levels that are used as impact 
criteria for marine mammals are not directly comparable to the peak (p or 0–p) or peak to peak (p–p) 

____________________________________ 
 
1 The rms (root mean square) pressure is an average over the pulse duration. 
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values normally used to characterize source levels of airgun arrays.  The measurement units used to 
describe airgun sources, peak or peak-to-peak decibels, are always higher than the rms decibels referred 
to in biological literature.  A measured received level of 160 dB re 1 µParms in the far field would typically 
correspond to ~170 dB re 1 Pap, and to ~176–178 dB re 1 μPap-p, as measured for the same pulse 
received at the same location (Greene 1997; McCauley et al. 1998, 2000a).  The precise difference 
between rms and peak or peak-to-peak values depends on the frequency content and duration of the pulse, 
among other factors.  However, the rms level is always lower than the peak or peak-to-peak level for an 
airgun-type source.  

(f) OBS Description and Deployment 

For the study, 25 OBSs will be deployed by the R/V Pelican at each of the two study sites in 
sequence (Fig. 1).  Once the seismic surveys have been completed at the first site, the OBSs will be 
retrieved, then redeployed at the second site.  Once the seismic surveys have been completed at the 
second site, the OBSs will be retrieved. 

OBSs operated by the U.S. National OBS Instrument Pool (OBSIP) will be used during the cruise.  
This type of OBS has a height of ~1 m and a maximum diameter of 50 cm.  The anchor is an iron plate 
weighing ~40 kg with dimensions ~30×30×8 cm.   

Once an OBS is ready to be retrieved, an acoustic release transponder interrogates the instrument at 
a frequency of 9–11 kHz, and a response is received at a frequency of 9–13 kHz.  The burn-wire release 
assembly is then activated, and the instrument is released from the anchor to float to the surface. 

(3) Monitoring and Mitigation Measures 

Marine mammals and sea turtles are known to occur in the proposed survey area.  However, the 
number of individual animals expected to be approached closely during the proposed activities will be 
relatively small in relation to regional population sizes.  With the proposed monitoring and mitigation 
provisions, potential effects on most if not all individuals are expected to be limited to minor behavioral 
disturbance.  Those potential effects are expected to have negligible impacts both on individual marine 
mammals and on the associated species and stocks.   

To minimize the likelihood that potential impacts could occur to the species and stocks, airgun 
operations will be conducted in accordance with all applicable U.S. federal regulations and IHA 
requirements.  The proposed seismic activities will take place in the U.S. EEZ. 

The following subsections provide more detailed information about the monitoring and mitigation 
measures that are an integral part of the planned activities.  The procedures described here are based on 
protocols used during previous USGS seismic research cruises as approved by NMFS, and on best 
practices recommended in Richardson et al (1995), Pierson et al. (1998), and Weir and Dolman (2007). 

(a) Visual Monitoring  

Vessel-based Protected Species Observer (PSO) observations will take place during daytime airgun 
operations and nighttime start ups of the airguns.  Airgun operations will be suspended when marine mammals 
or turtles are observed within, or about to enter, designated exclusion zones [see subsection (e) below] where 
there is concern about potential effects on hearing or other physical effects.  PSOs will also watch for marine 
mammals and turtles around the seismic vessel for at least 30 minutes prior to the start of seismic operations 
after an extended shutdown.  When feasible, PSOs will also make observations during daytime periods when 
the seismic system is not operating for comparison of animal abundance and behavior.  

Two professional PSOs will be appointed by USGS, with NMFS Office of Protected Resources 
concurrence.  At least two of the USGS personnel aboard the ship will also be on the approved PSO list 
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and will be available to cover work breaks by the professional PSOs.  At least one PSO will monitor the 
EZ during seismic operations.  PSOs will normally work in shifts of 4-hour duration or less.  The total 
hours of daylight, including periods before dawn and just after dusk, will not exceed 14 hours during the 
cruise, and two professional PSOs supplemented by trained USGS personnel should be able to fully cover 
PSO needs.  The vessel crew will also be instructed to assist in detecting marine mammals and turtles. 

The Pelican will serve as the platform from which PSOs will watch for mammals and sea turtles before 
and during GI airgun operations.  Two locations are likely as observation stations onboard the Pelican.  At the 
aft control station on the upper deck (01 level), the eye level will be ~12 m above sea level and the location 
will offer a ~210° view aft of the vessel centered on the air gun source location for one observer.  At the bridge 
station, the eye level will be ~13 m above sea level and the location will offer a full 360° view. 

Standard equipment for marine mammal observers will be 7 x 50 reticule binoculars and optical 
range finders.  At night, night-vision equipment will be available.  The observers will be in wireless 
communication with ship’s officers on the bridge and scientists in the vessel’s operations laboratory, so 
they can advise promptly of the need for avoidance maneuvers or seismic source shut down. 

(b) PSO Data and Documentation 

PSOs will record data to estimate the numbers of marine mammals and turtles exposed to various 
received sound levels and to document apparent disturbance reactions or lack thereof.  Data will be used 
to estimate numbers of animals potentially ‘taken’ by harassment (as defined in the MMPA).  They will 
also provide information needed to order a shutdown of the seismic source when a marine mammal or sea 
turtle is within or near the EZ. 

When a sighting is made, the following information about the sighting will be recorded:   

1. Species, group size, age/size/sex categories (if determinable), behavior when first sighted and 
after initial sighting, heading (if consistent), bearing and distance from seismic vessel, sighting 
cue, apparent reaction to the seismic source or vessel (e.g., none, avoidance, approach, 
paralleling, etc.), and behavioral pace. 

2. Time, location, heading, speed, activity of the vessel, sea state, visibility, and sun glare. 

The data listed under (2) will also be recorded at the start and end of each observation watch, and 
during a watch whenever there is a change in one or more of the variables.  

All observations, as well as information regarding seismic source shutdown, will be recorded in a 
standardized format.  Data accuracy will be verified by the PSOs at sea, and preliminary reports will be 
prepared during the field program. Summaries will be forwarded to the designated personnel at the USGS 
(if possible given communications and network availability) after the seismic work at each of the two 
sites is complete.  PSO observations will provide the following information: 

1. The basis for decisions about shutting down the seismic source. 

2. Information needed to estimate the number of marine mammals and sea turtles potentially 
‘taken by harassment’.  These data will be reported to NMFS and/or USFWS per terms of 
MMPA authorizations or regulations. 

3. Data on the occurrence, distribution, and activities of marine mammals and turtles in the area 
where the seismic survey is conducted. 

4. Data on the behavior and movement patterns of marine mammals and turtles seen at times with 
and without seismic activity. 
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(c) Reporting 

A report will be submitted to NMFS within 90 days after the end of the cruise.  The report will des-
cribe the operations that were conducted and sightings of marine mammals and turtles near the operations.  
The report will be submitted to NMFS, providing full documentation of methods, results, and interpre-
tation pertaining to all monitoring.  The 90-day report will summarize the dates and locations of seismic 
operations, and all marine mammal and turtle sightings (dates, times, locations, activities, associated seis-
mic survey activities).  The report will also include estimates of the amount and nature of potential “take” 
of marine mammals by harassment or in other ways. 

(d) Proposed Exclusion Zones 

Received sound levels have been modeled by Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory of Columbia 
University (L-DEO) for a number of airgun configurations, including two 105-in3 GI Guns, in relation to 
distance and direction from the airguns (Fig. 2).  The model does not allow for bottom interactions, and is 
most directly applicable to deep water.  Based on the modeling, estimates of the maximum distances from 
the GI airguns where sound levels of 190, 180, and 160 dB re 1 μParms are predicted to be received in 
deep (>1000-m) water are shown in Table 1.  Received sound levels have not been modeled for the single 
35-in3 GI gun or the 6-kJ sparker, but maximum distances for those sources would be much lower than 
those for the two 105-in3 GI guns.  We will use the results for the two 105-in3 GI guns for all seismic 
lines, resulting in conservative (precautionary) results when the smaller sources are used. 

Empirical data concerning the 190-, 180-, 170- and 160-dB distances were acquired for various 
airgun arrays based on measurements during the acoustic verification studies conducted by L DEO in the 
northern Gulf of Mexico in 2003 (6-, 10-, 12-, and 20-airgun arrays, and 2 GI airguns; Tolstoy et al. 2004) 
and 2007–2008 (36-airgun array; Tolstoy et al. 2009).  Results for the 36-airgun array are not relevant for 
the 2 GI airguns to be used in the proposed survey.  The empirical data for the 6-, 10-, 12-, and 20-airgun 
arrays indicate that, for deep water (>1000 m), the L-DEO model tends to overestimate the received 
sound levels at a given distance (Tolstoy et al. 2004).  Measurements were not made for the 2 GI airgun 
array in deep water, however, we propose to use the safety radii predicted by LDEO’s model for the 
proposed GI airgun operations in deep water, although they are likely conservative given the empirical 
results for the other arrays.  Table 1 shows the distances at which three rms sound levels are expected to 
be received from the GI airguns.  The 180- and 190-dB re 1 μParms distances are the safety criteria as 
specified by NMFS (2000) and are applicable to cetaceans and pinnipeds, respectively.  The 180-dB 
distance will also be used as the exclusion zone for sea turtles, as required by NMFS in most other recent 
seismic projects (e.g., Smultea et al. 2004; Holst et al. 2005; Holst and Beland 2008; Holst and Smultea 
2008; Hauser et al. 2008).  If marine mammals or sea turtles are detected within or about to enter the 
appropriate exclusion zone, the airguns will be shut down immediately. 

Southall et al. (2007) made detailed recommendations for new science-based noise exposure 
criteria.  Currently, NMFS is using those proposed levels as a starting point to revise the current acoustic 
criteria, but they have not yet been finalized (NMFS 2013).  USGS would be prepared to revise its pro-
cedures for estimating numbers of mammals should NMFS implement new acoustic criteria guidelines.  
However, currently the procedures are based on best practices noted by Pierson et al. (1998) and Weir and 
Dolman (2007). 
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FIGURE 2.  Modeled received sound levels from two 105-in3 GI airguns that will be used during the USGS 
survey in the northwest GOM during April–May 2013.  Model results provided by the Lamont-Doherty 
Earth Observatory of Columbia University (L-DEO). 

 

 



II.  Alternatives Including Proposed Action 

Environmental Assessment for USGS Northwest Gulf of Mexico, 2013 Page 11 

TABLE 1.  Distances to which sound levels 190, 180, and 160 dB re 1 μParms could be received from two 
105-in3 GI airguns that will be used during the proposed seismic survey in the northwest GOM during 
April–May 2013.  Distances are based on model results provided by L-DEO. 

Water depth 

Estimated Distances at Received Levels (m) 

190 dB 180 dB 160 dB 

>1000 m 20 70 670 

 

(e) Mitigation During Operations 

Mitigation measures that will be adopted will include (1) vessel speed or course alteration, provid-
ed that doing so will not compromise operational safety requirements, (2) GI-gun shut down within 
calculated exclusion zones, (3) ramp-up procedures.  Although power-down procedures are often standard 
operating practice for seismic surveys, they will not be used here because powering down from two 
airguns to one airgun would make only a small difference in the 180- or 190-dB radius—probably not 
enough to allow continued one-airgun operations if a mammal or turtle came within the safety radius for 
two airguns. 

Speed or course alteration 

If a marine mammal or sea turtle is detected outside the exclusion zone and, based on its position 
and the relative motion, is likely to enter the exclusion zone, the vessel’s speed and/or direct course could 
be changed.  This would be done if operationally practicable while minimizing the effect on the planned 
science objectives.  The activities and movements of the marine mammal or sea turtle (relative to the  
seismic vessel) will then be closely monitored to determine whether the animal is approaching the applic-
able exclusion zone.  If the animal appears likely to enter the exclusion zone, further mitigative actions 
will be taken, i.e., either further course alterations or a shut down of the seismic source.  Typically, during 
seismic operations, the source vessel is unable to change speed or course and one or more alternative 
mitigation measures (see below) will need to be implemented. 

Shut-down procedures 

If a marine mammal or turtle is detected outside the exclusion zone but is likely to enter the exclus-
ion zone, and if the vessel’s speed and/or course cannot be changed to avoid having the animal enter the 
exclusion zone, the GI airguns will be shut down before the animal is within the exclusion zone.  Like-
wise, if a mammal or turtle is already within the safety zone when first detected, the seismic source will 
be shut down immediately.   

Following a shut down, seismic activity will not resume until the marine mammal or turtle has 
cleared the exclusion zone.  The animal will be considered to have cleared the exclusion zone if it 

 is visually observed to have left the exclusion zone, or 
 has not been seen within the zone for 15 min in the case of small odontocetes and sea turtles; or 
 has not been seen within the zone for 30 min in the case of mysticetes and large odontocetes, in-

cluding sperm, pygmy sperm, dwarf sperm, and beaked whales. 

Ramp-up procedures 

A ramp-up procedure will be followed when the GI airguns begin operating after a specified period 
without GI airgun operations.  It is proposed that, for the present cruise, this period would be 15 min.  
Ramp up will begin with a single GI airgun (105 in3).  The second GI airgun (105 in3) will be added after 
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5 min.  During ramp up, the PSOs will monitor the exclusion zone, and if marine mammals or turtles are 
sighted, a shut down will be implemented as though both GI airguns were operational.   

If the complete exclusion zone has not been visible for at least 30 min prior to the start of oper-
ations in either daylight or nighttime, ramp up will not commence.  If one GI airgun has operated, ramp 
up to full power will be permissible at night or in poor visibility, on the assumption that marine mammals 
and turtles will be alerted to the approaching seismic vessel by the sounds from the single GI airgun and 
could move away if they choose.  A ramp up from a shut down may occur at night, but only where the 
safety radius is small enough to be visible.  Ramp up of the GI airguns will not be initiated if a sea turtle 
or marine mammal is sighted within or near the applicable exclusion zones during day or night. 

Alternative Action: Another Time 

An alternative to issuing the IHA for the period requested and to conducting the project then, is to 
issue the IHA for another time and to conduct the project at that alternative time.  The proposed time for 
the cruise in April–May 2013 is the most suitable time logistically for the R/V Pelican and the 
participating scientists and provides a good weather window.  If the IHA is issued for another period, it 
could result in significant delay and disruption not only of this cruise, but of additional studies that are 
planned on the R/V Pelican for 2013 and beyond.  An evaluation of the effects of this alternative action is 
given in § IV. 

No Action Alternative  

An alternative to conducting the proposed activities is the “No Action” alternative, i.e., do not issue 
an IHA and do not conduct the research operations.  If the research is not conducted, the “No Action” 
alternative would result in no disturbance to marine mammals due to the proposed activities.   

The goal of the proposed research is to develop technology and to collect data to assist in the 
characterization of marine gas hydrates in order to better understand their potential as an energy resource 
and their impact on seafloor stability.  These sites have been extensively studied, including detailed LWD, 
and are known to hold thick sequences of sand containing high saturations of gas hydrate.  Existing 
industry data for the locations of the proposed surveys were acquired with parameters that targeted deep 
(in some cases, subsalt) hydrocarbon occurrences.  Exhaustive analysis of these existing data during site 
evaluation (Hutchinson et al. 2009a,b) and before and after the LWD expedition underscored the 
inadequacy of these data for complete characterization of the gas hydrate deposits.  Specifically, the 
existing data do not appropriately image the shallow subseafloor, including potential gas migration 
pathways, and do not provide appropriate data for regional estimates of gas hydrate saturations using 
established methods of compressional to shear wave conversions.  If new seismic data designed to address 
these deficiencies are not acquired, then researchers will be unable to constrain whether faults intersect 
the hydrate-bearing sediments and how extensive the hydrate-bearing sediments may be.  Without the 
acquisition of new seismic data to expand scientific expertise in using shipborne (instead of drilling) data 
to estimate hydrate saturations within sediment formations, scientists will be more reliant on drilling.      

The “No Action” alternative could also, in some circumstances, result in significant delay of other 
studies that are planned on the R/V Pelican for 2013 and beyond, depending on the timing of the decision.  
Not conducting this cruise (no action) would result in less data and support for the academic institutions 
involved.  Data collection is an essential first step for a much greater effort to analyze and report information 
for the significant topics indicated.  The field effort provides material for years of analyses involving 
multiple scientists at the USGS and other federal agencies, as well as partners at academic institutions.  The 
lost opportunity to collect valuable scientific information is compounded by lost opportunities for support of 
research infrastructure, training, and professional career growth.   
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III.  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 
Based on the NSF/USGS PEIS, Chapter 3 (NSF and USGS, 2011), the description of the affected 

environment focuses only on those resources potentially subject to impacts. Accordingly, the discussion 
of the affected environment (and associated analyses) focuses mainly on marine biological resources 
because the short-term seismic activities proposed by the USGS have the potential to impact marine 
biological resources within the project area. These resources are identified below in the following parts of 
§ III, and the potential impacts on these resources are discussed in § IV.  Initial review and analysis of the 
proposed project activities determined that the following resource issues did not require further analysis in 
this EA: 

 Transportation—Only the R/V Pelican will be used during the seismic survey. This single ship 
represents a neglible amount of additional ship traffic in the analysis area; 

 Air Quality/Greenhouse Gases—Vessel emissions would result from the proposed activities; 
however, these short-term emissions would not result in any exceedance of Federal Clean Air 
standards. Emissions would be expected to have a negligible impact on the air quality within the 
survey area; 

 Land Use—All activities are proposed to occur in the marine environment. Therefore, no changes 
to current land uses or activities within the survey area would result from the proposed activities; 

 Safety and Hazardous Materials and Management—No hazardous materials would be generated 
or used during proposed activities. All Project-related wastes would be disposed of in accordance 
with applicable laws; 

 Geological Resources (Topography, Geology and Soil)—The proposed Project would result in 
only short-term displacement of soil and seafloor sediments through the placement of OBS on the 
seafloor. The areas targeted for OBS placement do not host chemosynthetic communities. 
Proposed activities would not adversely affect geologic resources as only minor impacts would 
occur; 

 Water Resources—No discharges to the marine environment are proposed within the Project area 
that would adversely affect marine water quality. Therefore, there would be no impacts to water 
resources resulting from the proposed Project activities; 

 Terrestrial Biological Resources—All proposed Project activities would occur in the marine 
environment and would not affect terrestrial biological resources; 

 Socioeconomic and Environmental Justice—Implementation of the proposed Project would not 
affect, beneficially or adversely, socioeconomic resources, environmental justice, or the 
protection of children. No changes in the population or additional need for housing or schools 
would occur. Human activities in the area around the survey vessel is expected to be limited to 
commercial seismic prospecting for conventional hydrocarbon resources.  The USGS obtatined a 
list of potential operators near the survey sites from BOEM and has contacted the permit holders 
to arrange coordination among USGS and commercial seismic programs, where possible.   No 
other socioeconomic impacts would be anticipated as result of the proposed activities; 

 Visual Resources—No visual resources should be negatively affected because the area of 
operation is significantly outside of the land and coastal view shed; and 

 Cultural Resources—There are no known cultural resources in the proposed Project area.  As a 
courtesy, BOEM, which has responsibility for offshore archaeological sites, was notified about 
the proposed USGS surveys.  No impacts on cultural resources are anticipated.  
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Oceanography  

The GOM is a dynamic water body, being mainly driven by the Loop Current.  The Loop Current 
is a clockwise water-mass movement, which essentially consists of warm water from the Yucatan Current 
coming from the Caribbean Sea to the south, which then loops northward and then eastward, exiting as 
the Florida Current.  Extensions of the Loop Current are sometimes pinched off, and form anticyclonic 
(warm-core) eddies, which dissipate into the western part of the Gulf.  These eddies are countered by 
cyclonic (cold-core) eddies.  Interaction between these two types of eddies results in waters being mixed, 
which in turn can increase biologically productivity by bringing nutrient-rich cold waters from below to 
mix with surface waters.  These eddies can also bring nutrient-rich waters from the shelf to mix with 
waters from the open Gulf (Würsig et al. 2000).     

The freshwater inflow from the Mississippi River also has a great impact on the northern Gulf 
(Davis et al. 2002).  The highest discharge occurs from March through May, whereas the lowest flow 
occurs from August through October.  This freshwater inflow affects the distribution of primary and 
secondary production in the northern Gulf (Davis et al. 2002).  The input of nutrients increases 
phytoplankton production and thus supports increased zooplankton productivity (Lohrenz et al. 1990; 
Biggs 1992).  The offshore waters where the survey areas are located have a relatively low annual mean 
primary productivity rate of <500 mgCm-2day-1 (Sea Around Us Project 2012). 

Protected Areas 

Marine protected areas (MPAs) in the GOM are described and mapped in § 3.9.1.1.1 of the Final 
2012–2017 OCS Oil and Gas Leasing Program Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement (PEIS) 
(BOEM 2012), which is incorporated here by reference.  BOEM (2012) is currently the subject of 
litigation2, but there is no dispute about the location of MPAs. The only offshore MPA, the Flower 
Garden Banks National Marine Sanctuary, occurs ~300 km northwest of the western survey area. 

Marine Mammals 

Twenty-eight cetacean species and one species of manatee are known to occur in the GOM 
(Jefferson and Schiro 1997; Würsig et al. 2000; Jefferson et al. 2008; Table 2).  Seven of these species are 
listed as endangered under the ESA (the sperm, North Atlantic right, humpback, sei, fin, and blue whales, 
and the West Indian manatee).  However, of those species, only sperm whales are likely to be encountered 
in the survey area.  In addition to the 28 species known to occur in the GOM, another three species of 
cetaceans could potentially occur there:  the long-finned pilot whale, the long-beaked common dolphin, 
and the short-beaked common dolphin.  There are no confirmed sightings of these species in the GOM, 
although they have been seen close to the GOM and could eventually be found there (Würsig et al. 2000).  
Those species are not considered further here.  Also, 7 of the 28 species—the North Atlantic right, hump-
back, minke, sei, fin, blue, and Sowerby’s beaked whales—are considered sufficiently rare that BOEMRE 
(2011) concluded that no potential effect from seismic surveys is expected.  Those species are also not 
considered further here.  Manatees are very unlikely to be encountered in or near the deep offshore waters 
of Keathley Canyon.  No species of pinnipeds are known to occur regularly in the Gulf of Mexico and any 
pinniped sighted in the study area would be extralimital.   

  

____________________________________ 
 
2 Center for Sustainable Economy v. Kenneth Salazar et al., case number 12-1431, filed in the U.S. Court 

of Appeals, District of Columbia Circuit. 
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TABLE 2.  The habitat, occurrence, estimated abundance, and conservation status of marine mammals 
that are known to occur in the Gulf of Mexico.   

Species 
Occurrence in 
Gulf of Mexico1 

Abundance in Gulf 
or North Atlantic2 

 
U.S. 
ESA3 

 
IUCN4 

 
CITES5 

Mysticetes 
Bryde’s whale 

Uncommon 156, 90,0007 NL DD I 

Odontocetes 
Sperm whale  

Common 16656, 13,1908 EN VU I 

Pygmy sperm whale  
Common 4536,9, 39510,9 NL DD II 

Dwarf sperm whale  
Cuvier’s beaked whale Rare 656, 351310,11 NL LC II 

Gervais' beaked whale Uncommon 
576, 351310,11 

NL DD II 
Blainville’s beaked whale  Rare NL DD II 
Rough-toothed dolphin  Common 15086, 265312 NL LC II 

Bottlenose dolphin Common 37086, 81,58810,13 NL§ LC II 
Pantropical spotted dolphin Common 34,0676, 443910 NL LC II 

Atlantic spotted dolphin Common 37,78612, 50,97810 NL DD II 
Spinner dolphin  Common 19896 NL DD II 

Clymene dolphin Common 65756 NL DD II 

Striped dolphin Common 33256, 94,46210 NL LC II 

Fraser’s dolphin  Rare 72614 NL LC II 

Risso’s dolphin  Common 15896, 20,47910 NL LC II 

Melon-headed whale  Common 22836 NL LC II 

Pygmy killer whale  Uncommon 3236 NL DD II 

False killer whale  Uncommon 7776 NL DD II 

Killer whale  Uncommon 496 NL DD II 

Short-finned pilot whale  Common 7166, 24,67410 NL* DD II 
Sirenian 
West Indian manatee 

Common (FL), 
rare elsewhere 

380215 EN EN I 

N.A. - Data not available or species status was not assessed. 
1 Occurrence from Würsig et al. (2000). 
2 Estimate for North Atlantic (and outside of Gulf) populations shown in italics.   
3 Endangered Species Act: EN = Endangered, T = Threatened, NL = Not listed. 
4 IUCN (International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources) Red List of Threatened Species (IUCN 2011).  EN = 
Endangered; VU = vulnerable; LC = Least Concern; DD = Data Deficient. 
5 Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (UNEP-WCMC 2011).  Appendix I=Threatened 
with extinction; Appendix II = not necessarily now threatened with extinction but may become so unless trade is closely controlled. 
6 Abundance estimate for the oceanic northern U.S. Gulf of Mexico, 2003–2004 (Mullin 2007) 
7 World population estimate (ACS 2005). 
8 g(o) corrected total estimate for the Northeast Atlantic, Faeroes-Iceland, and the U.S. east coast (Whitehead 2002). 
9 Estimate for Kogia sp. 
10 Abundance estimate for U.S. Western North Atlantic stock (Waring et al. 2010). 
11 This estimate is for Mesoplodon and Ziphius spp. combined. 
12 Abundance estimate for the northern Gulf of Mexico stock, outer continental shelf and oceanic (Waring et al. 2010). 
13 Abundance estimate is for the Western North Atlantic offshore stock (Waring et al. 2010). 
14 Abundance estimate for the northern Gulf of Mexico oceanic waters from 1996 to 2001 (Mullin and Fulling 2004) 
15 Best available estimate for Florida stock (Waring et al. 2010). 
 
 

General information on the taxonomy, ecology, distribution and movements, and acoustic 
capabilities are given in § 3.6.1 and § 3.7.1 of the Final Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement/ 
Overseas Environmental Impact Statement (hereafter called NSF/USGS PEIS) for Marine Seismic 
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Research funded by the National Science Foundation or Conducted by the U.S. Geological Survey (NSF 
and USGS 2011), and are hereby incorporated by reference  The rest of this section deals specifically with 
their distribution in the GOM. 

In general, cetaceans in the GOM appear to be partitioned by habitat preferences likely related to 
prey distribution (Baumgartner et al. 2001).  Most species in the northern Gulf are concentrated along the 
upper continental slope in or near areas of cyclonic circulation in waters 200–1000 m deep.  Species 
sighted regularly in these waters include Risso's dolphin, the rough-toothed, spinner, striped, pantropical 
spotted, and Clymene dolphins, short-finned pilot whales, pygmy and dwarf sperm whales, sperm whales, 
beaked whales of the genus Mesoplodon, and unidentified beaked whales (Davis et al. 1998).  In contrast, 
continental shelf waters (<200 m deep) are primarily inhabited by two species: the bottlenose and Atlantic 
spotted dolphins (Davis et al. 2000, 2002; Mullin and Fulling 2004).  Bottlenose dolphins are also found 
in deeper waters (Baumgartner et al. 2001).  There appears to be a resident population of sperm whales 
within 100 km of the Mississippi River delta (Davis et al. 2002). 

The following text contains descriptions of the distribution of marine mammal species in the GOM.  
The known and likely occurrence of marine mammals in and near the study area is assessed based 
primarily from results of the “GulfCet” aerial and shipboard surveys (Davis and Fargion 1996), from 
shipboard surveys during spring and summer (Fulling et al. 2003; Mullin 2007), and from a 
comprehensive sighting compilation for U.S. Navy operating areas in the Gulf of Mexico (DoN 2007a). 

(1) Mysticetes 

Bryde’s Whale (Balaenoptera edeni/brydei) 

Bryde’s whale is considered uncommon in the Gulf of Mexico, although is the only baleen whale 
that occurs there on a regular basis throughout the year (Würsig et al. 2000).  It can be pelagic or coastal 
(Jefferson et al. 2008).  In the northern Gulf, all Bryde’s whale sightings reported by Davis et al. (1998, 
2002) were in relatively shallow water, although Mullin and Fulling (2004) reported four sightings in 
northeast slope waters, where depths were 200–2000 m.  Two Bryde’s whale sightings have also been 
reported in waters >200 m deep during spring–summer surveys in 2003–2004 (Mullin 2007).  Almost all 
sightings occur in or near the De Soto Canyon and the West Florida Terrace during spring (DoN 2007a).  
One sighting, in spring, was recorded near the proposed survey area (DoN 2007a). 

(2) Odontocetes 

Sperm Whale (Physeter macrocephalus) 

The sperm whale is considered common in the GOM.  It the most abundant large whale there (Würsig 
et al. 2000) and is the cetacean species most likely to be encountered in the study area in all seasons.  NMFS 
provisionally considers the sperm whale population in the northern GOM as a stock distinct from the U.S. 
Atlantic stock (Waring et al. 2010).  Recent analysis of movement patterns, genetic structure, photo-identifica-
tion data, and vocalizations support the distinct stock concept (Jochens et al. 2008).  

Baumgartner et al. (2001) and Davis et al. (2002) noted that in the Gulf, sperm whales are most 
often seen along the lower continental slope in water depths >1000 m.  Mate and Ortega-Ortiz (2004) 
reported that most of the sperm whales that they satellite-tagged frequented waters 700–1000 m deep, 
although some were seen in waters >3000 m deep.  Mate and Ortega-Ortiz (2004) suggested that there 
could be an offshore deep-water stock as well as a nearshore-slope population. 

Sperm whales occur in the Gulf year-round (Mate and Ortega-Ortiz 2004; Mullin et al. 2004), and 
site fidelity has been suggested to be high (Weller et al. 2000; Jochens et al. 2008).  The most common 
months for sperm whale sightings are spring and summer; however, there is no definitive seasonal 
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distribution pattern (Jefferson and Schiro 1997; Mullin et al. 2004).  The lower number of fall and winter 
sightings for sperm whales and several other species could be a result at least in part of reduced effort 
and/or poorer sighting conditions in those seasons.  The seasonal distribution of sperm whales in the Gulf 
of Mexico could be affected by individual variability or year-to-year variation in the environment, such as 
an El Niño event, as well as individual variability (Mate 2003). 

Concentrations of sperm whales occur south of the Mississippi River Delta, where upwelling is 
known to occur (Mullin et al. 1991; Mullin and Hoggard 2000; Würsig et al. 2000; Biggs et al. 2003), and 
~300 km east of the Texas–Mexico border (Würsig et al. 2000).  Satellite-tagged sperm whales were 
tracked from the DeSoto Canyon in the northeastern Gulf along the slope edge to the Texas/Mexico 
border (Mate and Ortega-Ortiz 2004).  Several tagged animals traversed deep waters and visited the Gulf 
of Campeche, Mexico, and the northwest coast of Cuba (Mate 2003; Mate and Ortega-Ortiz 2004).  
Identified sperm whales in the GOM have been resighted after periods of several years within a few miles 
of their original locations (e.g., Weller et al. 2000), although Jochens et al. (2008) reported that the 
median distance between resightings in the study area for the sperm whale seismic study was ~72 km.  

Sperm whales have been sighted near the proposed survey areas in all seasons (Davis and Fargion 
1996; DoN 2007a). 

Pygmy Sperm Whale (Kogia breviceps) 

The pygmy sperm whale is considered common in the GOM, and occurs there year-round (Würsig 
et al. 2000; Mullin et al. 2004).  It strands frequently along the coast of the Gulf, especially in autumn and 
winter; this may be associated with calving (Würsig et al. 2000).  In the northern Gulf, pygmy sperm 
whales are typically sighted in waters 100–2000 m deep (Würsig et al. 2000).  Würsig et al. (2000) noted 
that densities of pygmy sperm whales were highest in spring and summer and lower in fall and winter.  
Sightings are primarily along the continental shelf break and over the continental slope (Davis et al. 1998; 
Baumgartner et al. 2001).  The species has been sighted near the proposed survey areas during winter, 
spring, and summer (DoN 2007a).  There is an area of predicted high SPUE (sightings per unit effort) 
during summer near ~26.8ºN, 91.4ºW, which likely reflects a cluster of sightings at a concentrated food 
resource at one time rather than a recurring area of concentration for Kogia spp. (DoN 2007a). 

Dwarf Sperm Whale (Kogia sima) 

The dwarf sperm whale is thought to be common in the GOM (Würsig et al. 2000).  It strands 
frequently along the coast, but not as frequently as the pygmy sperm whale (Würsig et al. 2000).  Mullin 
et al. (2004) reported year-round sightings of this species in the Gulf.  Sightings are primarily along the 
continental shelf edge and over deeper waters off the shelf (Hansen et al. 1994; Davis et al. 1998).  
During GulfCet surveys in 1992–1994, dwarf sperm whales were sighted near the proposed survey areas 
during spring and summer (Davis and Fargion 1996).  DoN (2007a) reported the highest numbers of 
Kogia spp. sightings in spring and summer.  The lack of sightings in the area during fall and winter could 
reflect the low level of effort during those seasons. 

Cuvier’s Beaked Whale (Ziphius cavirostris) 

In the GOM, beaked whale sightings have occurred in water depths 420–3487 m (Ward et al. 2005 
in DoN 2007a).  The northern Gulf continental shelf has been described as a ‘key area’ for beaked whales 
(MacLeod and Mitchell 2006).  

Cuvier’s beaked whale is considered rare in the GOM.  During GulfCet surveys, Cuvier’s beaked 
whales have been sighted on the lower continental slope, where depths are ~2000 m (Davis and Fargion 
1996; Mullin and Hoggard 2000).  Cuvier’s beaked whale has been sighted in all seasons in the Gulf, 
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including waters near the proposed survey areas during spring (Davis and Fargion 1996; DoN 2007a).  
Most Cuvier’s beaked whale strandings in the Gulf are in the eastern area, especially Florida (Würsig et 
al. 2000).  Causes of strandings in the Gulf are unknown, but they could include old age, illness, disease, 
pollution, exposure to certain strong noises, and perhaps geomagnetic disturbance. 

Gervais’ Beaked Whale (Mesoplodon europaeus) 

Gervais’ beaked whale is considered uncommon in the Gulf of Mexico.  It is mainly oceanic and 
occurs in tropical and warmer temperate waters of the Atlantic Ocean including the Gulf (Jefferson et al. 
2008).  Its distribution is primarily known from stranding records.  Strandings may be associated with 
calving, which takes place in shallow water (Würsig et al. 2000).  This species has only rarely been 
identified positively at sea, and then mostly in the eastern Atlantic; however, in the Gulf, many 
Mesoplodon sightings are believed to have been Gervais’ beaked whale (Jefferson et al. 2008).  Gervais’ 
beaked whale strandings were reported for western Florida, Texas, the northeastern Gulf, Cuba, and 
southern Mexico (Würsig et al. 2000).  However, most records for the Gervais’ beaked whale are from 
Florida (Debrot and Barros 1992).  The species has been sighted during spring off the southern end of the 
West Florida Shelf (DoN 2007a).  It has not been documented near the proposed survey areas, although 
there have been a number of unidentified beaked whale sightings there in all seasons that could 
potentially have been this species (DoN 2007a). 

Blainville’s Beaked Whale (Mesoplodon densirostris) 

Blainville’s beaked whale is considered rare in the GOM.  Knowledge of Blainville’s beaked whale 
distribution there is mainly derived from strandings, although there have been a number of visual 
sightings during spring (DoN 2007a).  Stranding records exist for Texas, Louisiana, Mississippi/Alabama, 
and Florida (Würsig et al. 2000) and the Yucatán (Ortega-Ortiz 2002).  It has been sighted in the northern 
Gulf (Würsig et al. 2000) and near the proposed survey areas during spring (Davis and Fargion 1996; 
DoN 2007a). 

Rough-toothed Dolphin (Steno bredanensis) 

The rough-toothed dolphin is considered common in the GOM.  It has been sighted throughout the 
northern Gulf in waters >200 m deep (DoN 2007a).  It has been sighted in the Gulf during all seasons, 
with more sightings in spring and summer (Mullin et al. 2004; DoN 2007a).  The number of sightings is 
high on the West Florida Shelf (DoN 2007a).  Rough-toothed dolphins usually inhabit deep waters, but at 
least in late summer/early autumn, they also occur in continental shelf waters in the northern Gulf 
(Fulling et al. 2003).  Rough-toothed dolphins have been sighted near the proposed survey areas during 
spring and summer (DoN 2007a). 

Common Bottlenose Dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) 

The bottlenose dolphin is considered common in the GOM.  Bottlenose dolphins in the northern 
GOM are thought to consist of 35 inshore or coastal stocks in waters <20 m, a continental shelf stock, and an 
oceanic stock (Waring et al. 2011).  In the Gulf, the oceanic population occurs in deep, offshore waters over 
the continental shelf (Würsig et al. 2000).  In oceanic waters (>200 m), Mullin (2007) reported an overall 
density of ~1/100 km2, with much higher density in the NE slope (5/100 km2) than the NW slope waters 
(0.35/100 km2) or deep water (0; Mullin 2007).  

Although bottlenose dolphins occur year-round, seasonal variation in abundance has been reported.  
Hubard et al. (2004) reported this for the Mississippi Sound area, with lower densities in fall than in 
summer.  Similarly, Shane (2004) noted that sighting rates were highest during spring in southwestern 
Florida.  Site fidelity has also been noted for this species (Hubard et al. 2004; Irwin and Würsig 2004).  It 
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has been sighted near the proposed survey areas during spring, summer, and fall (Davis and Fargion 1996; 
DoN 2007a). 

Pantropical Spotted Dolphin (Stenella attenuata) 

The pantropical spotted dolphin is considered common in the GOM.  It is the most common species 
of cetacean in deep waters of the GOM (Davis and Fargion 1996; Würsig et al. 2000), and is rare over the 
continental shelf or continental shelf edge (Davis et al. 1998).  It was the most abundant species during 
spring and summer surveys in oceanic waters (>200 m deep) in the GOM, with densities of 24/100 km2 in 
1996–2001 (Mullin and Fulling 2004) and 9/100 km2 in 2003–2004 (Mullin 2007).  Fairfield-Walsh et al. 
(2005) also reported this as the most frequently sighted cetacean in the eastern Gulf in waters >200 m 
deep.  During 1989–1997, it was mainly seen in the north-central Gulf from south of the Mississippi Delta 
to west of Florida (Würsig et al. 2000).  There is a predicted area of high SPUE during spring at ~26ºN, 
89ºW (DoN 2007a), southeast of the proposed survey areas.  This species has been sighted in the Gulf 
year-round with fewest sightings in fall (Mullin et al. 2004).  It has been sighted during all seasons in or 
near the proposed survey area (DoN 2007a). 

Atlantic Spotted Dolphin (Stenella frontalis) 

The Atlantic spotted dolphin is considered common in the GOM (Würsig et al. 2000).  It usually 
inhabits shallow waters on the continental shelf inshore of the 250-m isobath (Davis et al. 1998, 2002; 
Fulling et al. 2003).  Although spotted dolphins occur year-round, Griffin and Griffin (2004) reported 
significant seasonal variations in densities along the continental shelf.  Griffin and Griffin (2004) and 
Griffin et al. (2005) reported that abundance was lower in nearshore waters during summer, and densities 
were higher during winter.  Highest densities occur during summer on the West Florida Shelf (DoN 
2007a).  Fulling et al. (2003) reported that the Atlantic spotted dolphin was the most abundant species 
sighted during a survey in waters 20–200 m deep, with higher densities in the northeast Gulf (20/100 km2) 
than in the northwest Gulf (3/100 km2).  None were sighted in waters >200 m deep during shipboard 
surveys in spring and summer 2003–2004 (Mullin 2007).  However, other authors report that the species 
has been sighted near the proposed survey areas during spring (Davis and Fargion 1996). 

Spinner Dolphin (Stenella longirostris) 

The spinner dolphin is considered common in the GOM.  It typically inhabits deep water (Davis et al. 
1998).  Almost all sightings occurred east and southeast of the Mississippi Delta, in waters deeper than 
100 m (Würsig et al. 2000).  Mullin and Fulling (2004) reported a density of ~3/100 km2 in oceanic 
waters (>200 m deep).  No spinner dolphins were sighted over the NW Slope during spring/summer 
shipboard surveys in 2003–2004 (Mullin 2007).  Spinner dolphins have not been sighted near the 
proposed survey areas (Davis and Fargion 1996; DoN 2007a).  The highest predicted SPUE occurs in the 
De Soto Canyon and on the West Florida Shelf (DoN 2007a). 

Clymene Dolphin (Stenella clymene) 

The Clymene dolphin is considered common in the GOM.  It is widely distributed in the western 
oceanic GOM during spring, and in the northeastern Gulf during summer and winter (Würsig et al. 2000).  
Mullin and Fulling (2004) also reported that it was sighted primarily in the western Gulf in the spring, 
with an estimated density of ~5/100 km2.  All sightings during spring and summer shipboard surveys in 
2003–2004 were over the NW slope and in abyssal waters (Mullin 2007).  Clymene dolphins inhabit areas 
where water depths range from 704 to 4500 m or deeper (Mullin et al. 1994a; Davis et al. 1998; Culik 
2002; Fertl et al. 2003).  Clymene dolphins have been sighted near the proposed survey areas during 
winter, spring, and summer (DoN 2007a). 
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Striped Dolphin (Stenella coeruleoalba) 

The striped dolphin is considered common in the GOM.  It is pelagic and seems to prefer deep 
water along and seaward of the edge of the continental shelf (Davis et al. 1998).  Mullin (2007) reported a 
mean density of ~1/100 km2 for oceanic Gulf waters (>200 m deep).  The density was higher over the NE 
Slope (~2/100 km2) than over the NW Slope (0.2/100 km2).  The species has been sighted in winter and 
spring near the proposed survey areas (Davis and Fargion 1996; DoN 2007a).  The area of highest SPUE 
is predicted for the De Soto Canyon.  A second area of high density was predicted over the abyssal plain 
at ~26.5ºN, 89ºW during spring (DoN 2007a). 

Fraser’s Dolphin (Lagenodelphis hosei) 

Fraser’s dolphin is considered rare in the GOM.  The distribution of Fraser’s dolphin in the Atlantic 
and its adjacent seas is poorly known, but it is believed to be most abundant in the deep water of the 
GOM (Dolar 2009).  Fraser’s dolphins have been sighted in the northwestern Gulf and have been found 
stranded in Florida and Texas (Würsig et al. 2000).  A density of 0.2/100 km2 was estimated for oceanic 
waters of the Gulf (Mullin and Fulling 2004).  Sightings occurred in winter and spring (Mullin et al. 
2004).  Of the few sightings recorded in the Gulf, some have been near the proposed survey areas in 
spring and summer (Davis and Fargion 1996; DoN 2007a). 

Risso’s Dolphin (Grampus griseus) 

Risso’s dolphin is considered common in the GOM.  It has been sighted off Florida and in the 
western Gulf off the coast of Texas, and stranding records also exist for Texas and Florida (Würsig et al. 
2000).  Mullin et al. (2004) reported sightings in the Gulf during all seasons, with the highest number of 
sightings in winter and spring. 

Risso’s dolphins usually occur on the upper continental slope, in waters 200–1530 m deep 
(Baumgartner 1997; Davis et al. 1998; Würsig et al. 2000).  In recent years, most sightings in the northern 
Gulf were in water ~200 m deep south of the Mississippi Delta (Würsig et al. 2000).  Mullin (2007) 
reported a density of 1.3/100 km2 in the NE Slope waters >200 m deep, and 0.30/100 km2 in the NW 
Slope waters.  The species has been sighted in waters up to 2088 m depth (Mullin et al. 2004).  A small 
area of high density is predicted off the southeast edge of the West Florida Terrace (~26ºN, 84ºW) during 
summer and fall (DoN 2007a).  Risso’s dolphins have been sighted near the proposed survey areas in 
winter, spring, and summer (DoN 2007a). 

Melon-headed Whale (Peponocephala electra) 

The melon-headed whale is considered common in the GOM, mainly in the northwest from Texas 
to Mississippi (Würsig et al. 2000).  Mullin and Fulling (2004) reported three sightings west of Mobile 
Bay, Alabama, during spring surveys.  In the Gulf, they usually occur in water >200 m deep and away 
from the continental shelf (Mullin et al. 1994b; Würsig et al. 2000).  The melon-headed whale has been 
sighted near the proposed survey areas in all seasons (Davis and Fargion 1996; DoN 2007a). 

Pygmy Killer Whale (Feresa attenuata) 

The pygmy killer whale is considered uncommon in the GOM.  Strandings have been reported 
from Florida to Texas, mostly in the winter (Würsig et al. 2000).  Sightings occur year-round in the Gulf 
(DoN 2007a), including off Texas and in the west-central portion of the northern Gulf in water 500–1000 
m deep (Würsig et al. 2000).  The pygmy killer whale has been sighted near the proposed survey areas 
during spring (DoN 2007a). 
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False Killer Whale (Pseudorca crassidens) 

The false killer whale is considered uncommon in the GOM, where it has been sighted in the north-
ern Gulf, especially in the eastern regions, during spring (Mullin and Hoggard 2000; DoN 2007a; Mullin 
2007) and in the deep waters of the western Gulf during late winter/early spring (Vázquez Castán et al. 
2009).  Würsig et al. (2000) noted that they typically occur in waters 200–2000 m deep.  Mullin and 
Fulling (2004) reported that they were only seen east of Mobile Bay, Alabama (~88ºW).  Sightings have 
been reported near the proposed survey areas during spring and summer (Davis and Fargion 1996). 

Killer Whale (Orcinus orca) 

The killer whale is considered uncommon in the GOM.  It appears to prefer coastal areas, but is 
also known to occur in deep water (Dahlheim and Heyning 1999; Mullin 2007).  Most sightings have 
been in 200–2000 m depths southwest of the Mississippi Delta (Würsig et al. 2000).  Mullin and Fulling 
(2004) reported five sightings in the northwestern Gulf during the spring and one sighting during summer.  
No sightings have been reported for fall or winter (DoN 2007a).  One sighting has been reported near the 
proposed survey areas during spring (DoN 2007a). 

Short-finned Pilot Whale (Globicephala macrorhynchus) 

The short-finned pilot whale is considered common in the GOM.  It occurs year-round and is 
known to strand frequently (Mullin et al. 2004).  The species is generally found in deep water at the edge 
of the continental shelf and over deep submarine canyons (Davis et al. 1998; Jefferson et al. 2008).  In the 
northern Gulf, it is most commonly seen in the central and western areas in waters 200–1000 m deep, i.e., 
along the continental slope (Würsig et al. 2000), although it has also been sighted in waters 1876 m deep 
(Mullin et al. 2004).  Mullin and Fulling (2004) noted that, during a spring survey, short-finned pilot 
whales were primarily seen west of Mobile Bay, Alabama (~88ºW).  There is a predicted area of high 
SPUE during winter at ~27ºN, 96ºW (DoN 2007a).  This species has been sighted near the proposed 
survey areas during all seasons (Davis and Fargion 1996; DoN 2007a). 

(3) Other Marine Mammals 

West Indian Manatee (Trichechus manatus) 

The West Indian manatee is common in Florida and rare elsewhere in the Gulf of Mexico.  It has a 
patchy coastal distribution that is dependent on suitable habitat.  The West Indian manatee is subdivided 
into two subspecies, the Florida manatee (Trichechus manatus latirostris) and the Antillean manatee (T. 
m. manatus).  The Florida manatee occurs in the northern Gulf of Mexico, and the Antillean manatee is 
found in the southern Gulf.  Except along the Florida coast, manatees are considered rare in the Gulf of 
Mexico (Würsig et al. 2000).  Nonetheless, there has been a recent increase in manatee sightings for 
waters off Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Texas (Fertl et al. 2005).  Fertl et al. (2005) considered 
all historical and recent records (up to August 2004) and found that all sightings were shoreward of the 
20-m isobath.  Manatees are very unlikely to occur in the deep waters of the proposed survey areas. 

Sea Turtles 

Five species of sea turtles, all of which are considered under the ESA to be endangered or 
threatened, occur in the GOM.  The olive ridley turtle (Lepidochelys olivacea) has never been sighted in 
the Gulf but its presence has been confirmed by genetic analysis of stranded carcasses in the Gulf (Foley 
et al. 2003).  General information on the taxonomy, ecology, distribution and movements, and acoustic 
capabilities of sea turtles are given in § 3.4.1 of the NSF/USGS PEIS (NSF and USGS 2011).  The rest of 
this section deals specifically with their distribution in the GOM. 
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Of the five species, three (hawksbill, Kemp’s ridley, and green, all endangered) are not expected to 
be common in the deep waters characteristic of the survey areas.  No hawksbill, Kemp’s ridley, or green 
sea turtles have been reported as bycatch in the GOM pelagic longline fishery (Garrison 2003, 2005; 
Walsh and Garrison 2006).  Hawksbill turtles, the most tropical of the group, are closely associated with 
shallow (<20 m deep) coral reefs and other hard-bottom habitats.  They also use inlets, bays, and coastal 
lagoons, i.e., shallow-water habitats.  Similarly, the green turtle is mainly a herbivorous species.  Its 
distribution is closely allied with seagrass beds and other coastal habitats supporting macroalgae.  Kemp’s 
ridley is also a coastal species that uses nearshore coastal waters as its principal foraging and developmental 
habitat.  All three species, however, might occasionally occur in the survey areas as either pelagic-stage 
juveniles or as adults migrating between foraging and nesting areas.  Abundances of these three species 
would be expected to be very low in the survey areas. 

The other two species of sea turtles occurring in the GOM, the leatherback (endangered) and 
loggerhead (threatened) turtles, are more common in deep waters.  Leatherback turtles are the most 
pelagic of the sea turtles and are regularly taken in the study area as bycatch in the GOM pelagic longline 
fishery (Garrison 2003, 2005; Walsh and Garrison 2006).  Leatherbacks use the deep, offshore waters of 
the GOM for feeding, resting, and as migratory corridors (Davis et al. 2000).  Available sighting and 
fisheries bycatch records mapped in DoN (2007a) show no leatherback sightings in the immediate area of 
the proposed surveys, but several nearby, only in summer and fall. 

Loggerhead turtles have been observed routinely in deep waters of the shelf and continental slope 
of the Gulf.  They are also taken in the study area as longline bycatch but their numbers are far lower than 
those of leatherbacks.  Available sighting and fisheries bycatch records mapped in DoN (2007a) show no 
loggerhead sightings in the immediate area of the proposed surveys, but several nearby, only in summer 
and fall. 

Seabirds 

The only ESA-listed seabird that occurs in the GOM is the roseate tern, which is listed as 
endangered for populations along the U.S. Atlantic Coast from Maine to North Carolina and threatened 
in Florida (BOEM 2012).  The species commonly occurs in oceanic waters, but in the northern GOM it 
has only been reported at the extreme southwest tip of Florida. 

Fish, Essential Fish Habitat, and Habitat Areas of Particular Concern 

There are two ESA-listed fish species in the GOM: the Gulf sturgeon Acipenser oxyrinchus desotoi 
(threatened) and the smalltooth sawfish Pristis pectinata (endangered).  In addition, the Atlantic bluefin 
tuna (Thunnus thynnus) is listed under the ESA as a species of concern.  The Gulf sturgeon is anadromous 
(spawns in freshwater and feeds in estuarine/marine waters).  When in marine waters, it usually occurs 
near the mouths of rivers and in bays, and is thought to remain in nearshore waters with depths <10 m 
when it overwinters in marine waters (USFWS and NOAA 2003).  The smalltooth sawfish usually occurs 
in shallow subtropical-tropical estuarine and marine waters, but can also be found in large rivers; smaller 
individuals typically stay close to shore in water depths <1 m, whereas larger individuals occur in deeper 
water, as deep as 122 m (DoN 2007a).  The Atlantic bluefin tuna is a highly migratory pelagic species 
that occurs throughout most of the North Atlantic Ocean and its adjacent seas, including the Gulf of 
Mexico.  Western Atlantic bluefin tuna are believed to spawn primarily from April to June in the Gulf of 
Mexico (NOAA 2011). 

DoN (2007a) provided maps of Habitats of Particular Concern (HAPCs) and Essential Fish Habitat 
(EFH) as designated by the Gulf of Mexico Fishery Management Council (GMFMC) for all life stages of 
all managed species from the coastal migratory pelagics, reef fish, coral and coral reef, red drum, shrimp, 
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spiny lobster, and stone crab Fishery Management Plans (FMPs).  All HAPCs and EFH for those species 
are on the continental shelf or just beyond the shelf break, which is at ~200 m depth.  NMFS (2009) 
provided descriptions and maps of EFH for various life stages—spawning, eggs, and larvae [sel]; 
juveniles [j]; and adults [a]—of highly migratory species in the Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico.  One or 
more life stages of 16 species have EFH that overlaps the proposed seimic sites: bigeye tuna Thunnus 
obesus (a); bluefin tuna (sel, a); skipjack tuna Katsuwonus pelamis (sel, a); yellowfin tuna Thunnus 
albacres (sel, j, a); swordfish Xiphias gladius (sel, j, a); blue marlin Makaira nigricans (j, a); white marlin 
Tetrapturus albidus (j, a); sailfish Istiophorus platyperus (j, a); longbill spearfish Tetrapturus pfluegeri (j, 
a); silky shark Carcharhinus falciformis (all life stages); tiger shark Galeocerdo cuvier (a); longfin mako 
shark Isurus paucus (all); shortfin mako shark Isurus oxyrinchus (all); oceanic white tip shark 
Carcharhinus longimanus (all); bigeye thresher shark Alopias superciliosus (all); and thresher shark 
Alopias vulpinus (all).  NMFS (2009) also designated a proposed HAPC for spawning bluefin tuna that 
overlaps the proposed seismic sites. 

IV.  ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES 

Proposed Action 

(1) Direct Effects on Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles and Their Significance 

The material in this section includes a brief summary of the anticipated potential effects (or lack 
thereof) on marine mammals and sea turtles of the airgun system to be used by USGS.  A more 
comprehensive review of the relevant background information appears in § 3.4.4.3, § 3.6.4.3, § 3.7.4.3, 
and Appendix E of the NSF/USGS PEIS (NSF and USGS 2011), and is hereby incorporated by reference.  
This section also includes estimates of the numbers of marine mammals that could be affected by the 
proposed seismic surveys scheduled to occur during April–May 2013.  A description of the rationale for 
USGS’ estimates of the numbers of individuals exposed to received sound levels 160 dB re 1 µParms is 
also provided. 

Summary of Potential Effects of Airgun Sounds 

The effects of sounds from airguns could include one or more of the following: tolerance, masking 
of natural sounds, behavioral disturbance, and at least in theory, temporary or permanent hearing impair-
ment, or non-auditory physical or physiological effects (Richardson et al. 1995; Gordon et al. 2004; 
Nowacek et al. 2007; Southall et al. 2007).  Permanent hearing impairment (PTS), in the unlikely event 
that it occurred, would constitute injury, but temporary threshold shift (TTS) is not an injury (Southall et 
al. 2007).  Although the possibility cannot be entirely excluded, it is unlikely that the project would result 
in any cases of temporary or permanent hearing impairment, or any significant non-auditory physical or 
physiological effects.  If marine mammals encounter the survey while it is underway, some behavioral 
disturbance could result, but this would be localized and short-term.  As a result of the monitoring and 
mitigation measures, no marine mammals are expected to be exposed to sounds from the survey at levels 
causing behavioral disturbance. 

Tolerance.―Numerous studies have shown that pulsed sounds from airguns are often readily 
detectable in the water at distances of many kilometers.  Several studies have shown that marine 
mammals at distances more than a few kilometers from operating seismic vessels often show no apparent 
response.  That is often true even in cases when the pulsed sounds must be readily audible to the animals 
based on measured received levels and the hearing sensitivity of that mammal group.  Although various 
baleen whales and toothed whales, and (less frequently) pinnipeds have been shown to react behaviorally 
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to airgun pulses under some conditions, at other times mammals of all three types have shown no overt 
reactions.  The relative responsiveness of baleen and toothed whales are quite variable. 

Masking.― Masking effects of pulsed sounds (even from large arrays of airguns) on marine mammal 
calls and other natural sounds are expected to be limited, although there are very few specific data on this.  
Because of the intermittent nature and low duty cycle of seismic pulses, animals can emit and receive 
sounds in the relatively quiet intervals between pulses.  However, in exceptional situations, reverberation 
occurs for much or all of the interval between pulses (e.g., Simard et al. 2005; Clark and Gagnon 2006), 
which could mask calls.  Some baleen and toothed whales are known to continue calling in the presence of 
seismic pulses, and their calls usually can be heard between the seismic pulses.  The sounds important to 
small odontocetes are predominantly at much higher frequencies than are the dominant components of 
airgun sounds, thus limiting the potential for masking.  In general, masking effects of seismic pulses are 
expected to be minor, given the normally intermittent nature of seismic pulses.  We are not aware of any 
information concerning masking of hearing in sea turtles. 

Disturbance Reactions.― Disturbance includes a variety of effects, including subtle to conspicuous 
changes in behavior, movement, and displacement.  Based on NMFS (2001, p. 9293), NRC (2005), and 
Southall et al. (2007), we believe that simple exposure to sound, or brief reactions that do not disrupt 
behavioral patterns in a potentially significant manner, do not constitute harassment or “taking”.  By 
potentially significant, we mean, ‘in a manner that might have deleterious effects to the well-being of 
individual marine mammals or their populations’.   

Reactions to sound, if any, depend on species, state of maturity, experience, current activity, repro-
ductive state, time of day, and many other factors (Richardson et al. 1995; Wartzok et al. 2004; Southall 
et al. 2007; Weilgart 2007).  If a marine mammal does react briefly to an underwater sound by changing 
its behavior or moving a small distance, the impacts of the change are unlikely to be significant to the 
individual, let alone the stock or population.  However, if a sound source displaces marine mammals from 
an important feeding or breeding area for a prolonged period, impacts on individuals and populations 
could be significant (e.g., Lusseau and Bejder 2007; Weilgart 2007).  Given the many uncertainties in 
predicting the quantity and types of impacts of noise on marine mammals, it is common practice to 
estimate how many marine mammals would be present within a particular distance of industrial activities 
and/or exposed to a particular level of industrial sound.  In most cases, this approach likely overestimates 
the numbers of marine mammals that would be affected in some biologically important manner.  

The sound criteria used to estimate how many marine mammals might be disturbed to some 
biologically important degree by a seismic program are based primarily on behavioral observations of a 
few species.  Detailed studies have been done on humpback, gray, bowhead, and sperm whales.  Less 
detailed data are available for some other species of baleen whales and small toothed whales, but for 
many species, there are no data on responses to marine seismic surveys. 

Baleen Whales 

Baleen whales generally tend to avoid operating airguns, but avoidance radii are quite variable.  
Whales are often reported to show no overt reactions to pulses from large arrays of airguns at distances 
beyond a few kilometers, even though the airgun pulses remain well above ambient noise levels out to much 
longer distances.  However, baleen whales exposed to strong noise pulses from airguns often react by 
deviating from their normal migration route and/or interrupting their feeding and moving away.  In the cases 
of migrating gray and bowhead whales, the observed changes in behavior appeared to be of little or no 
biological consequence to the animals.  They simply avoided the sound source by displacing their migration 
route to varying degrees, but within the natural boundaries of the migration corridors. 
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Responses of humpback whales to seismic surveys have been studied during migration, on summer 
feeding grounds, and on Angolan winter breeding grounds; there has also been discussion of effects on 
the Brazilian wintering grounds.  Off Western Australia, avoidance reactions began at 5–8 km from the 
array, and that those reactions kept most pods ~3–4 km from the operating seismic boat; there was 
localized displacement during migration of 4–5 km by traveling pods and 7–12 km by more sensitive 
resting pods of cow-calf pairs.  However, some individual humpback whales, especially males, 
approached within distances of 100–400 m. 

In the Northwest Atlantic, sighting rates were significantly greater during non-seismic periods 
compared with periods when a full array was operating, and humpback whales were more likely to swim 
away and less likely to swim towards a vessel during seismic vs. non-seismic periods.  On their summer 
feeding grounds in southeast Alaska, there was no clear evidence of avoidance, despite the possibility of 
subtle effects, at received levels up to 172 re 1 Pa on an approximate rms basis.  It has been suggested 
that South Atlantic humpback whales wintering off Brazil may be displaced or even strand upon exposure 
to seismic surveys, but data from subsequent years, indicated that there was no observable direct 
correlation between strandings and seismic surveys.   

There are no data on reactions of right whales to seismic surveys, but results from the closely 
related bowhead whale show that their responsiveness can be quite variable depending on their activity 
(migrating vs. feeding).  Bowhead whales migrating west across the Alaskan Beaufort Sea in autumn, in 
particular, are unusually responsive, with substantial avoidance occurring out to distances of 20–30 km 
from a medium-sized airgun source.  However, more recent research on bowhead whales corroborates 
earlier evidence that, during the summer feeding season, bowheads are not as sensitive to seismic sources.  

Reactions of migrating and feeding (but not wintering) gray whales to seismic surveys have been 
studied.  Off St. Lawrence Island in the northern Bering Sea, it was estimated, based on small sample 
sizes, that 50% of feeding gray whales stopped feeding at an average received pressure level of 173 dB re 
1 Pa on an (approximate) rms basis, and that 10% of feeding whales interrupted feeding at received 
levels of 163 dB re 1 Parms.  Those findings were generally consistent with the results of experiments 
conducted on larger numbers of gray whales that were migrating along the California coast, and western 
Pacific gray whales feeding off Sakhalin Island, Russia. 

Various species of Balaenoptera (blue, sei, fin, and minke whales) have occasionally been seen in 
areas ensonified by airgun pulses; sightings by observers on seismic vessels off the United Kingdom from 
1997 to 2000 suggest that, during times of good sightability, sighting rates for mysticetes (mainly fin and 
sei whales) were similar when large arrays of airguns were shooting vs. silent, although there was 
localized avoidance.  Singing fin whales in the Mediterranean moved away from an operating airgun 
array. 

Data on short-term reactions by cetaceans to impulsive noises are not necessarily indicative of 
long-term or biologically significant effects.  It is not known whether impulsive sounds affect repro-
ductive rate or distribution and habitat use in subsequent days or years.  However, gray whales have 
continued to migrate annually along the west coast of North America with substantial increases in the 
population over recent years, despite intermittent seismic exploration (and much ship traffic) in that area 
for decades.  The western Pacific gray whale population did not seem affected by a seismic survey in its 
feeding ground during a previous year, and bowhead whales have continued to travel to the eastern 
Beaufort Sea each summer, and their numbers have increased notably, despite seismic exploration in their 
summer and autumn range for many years. 
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Toothed Whales 

Little systematic information is available about reactions of toothed whales to sound pulses.  
However, there are recent systematic studies on sperm whales, and there is an increasing amount of 
information about responses of various odontocetes to seismic surveys based on monitoring studies.  
Seismic operators and marine mammal observers on seismic vessels regularly see dolphins and other 
small toothed whales near operating airgun arrays, but in general there is a tendency for most delphinids 
to show some avoidance of operating seismic vessels.  In most cases, the avoidance radii for delphinids 
appear to be small, on the order of 1 km or less, and some individuals show no apparent avoidance.  The 
beluga, however, is a species that (at least at times) shows long-distance (10s of km) avoidance of seismic 
vessels.  Captive bottlenose dolphins and beluga whales exhibited changes in behavior when exposed to 
strong pulsed sounds similar in duration to those typically used in seismic surveys, but the animals tolerated 
high received levels of sound before exhibiting aversive behaviors. 

Most studies of sperm whales exposed to airgun sounds indicate that the sperm whale shows 
considerable tolerance of airgun pulses; in most cases the whales do not show strong avoidance, and they 
continue to call, but foraging behavior can be altered upon exposure to airgun sound.  There are almost no 
specific data on the behavioral reactions of beaked whales to seismic surveys.  However, some northern 
bottlenose whales remained in the general area and continued to produce high-frequency clicks when 
exposed to sound pulses from distant seismic surveys.  Most beaked whales tend to avoid approaching 
vessels of other types, and may also dive for an extended period when approached by a vessel.  In any 
event, it is likely that most beaked whales would also show strong avoidance of an approaching seismic 
vessel, although this has not been documented explicitly. 

Odontocete reactions to large arrays of airguns are variable and, at least for delphinids, seem to be 
confined to a smaller radius than has been observed for the more responsive of the mysticetes and some 
other odontocetes.  A 170 dB disturbance criterion (rather than 160 dB) is considered appropriate for 
delphinids, which tend to be less responsive than the more responsive cetaceans. 

Sea Turtles 

The limited available data indicate that sea turtles will hear airgun sounds and sometimes exhibit 
localized avoidance (NSF and USGS 2011).  Based on available data, it is likely that sea turtles will 
exhibit behavioral changes and/or avoidance within an area of unknown size near a seismic vessel.  To the 
extent that there are any impacts on sea turtles, seismic operations in or near areas where turtles 
concentrate are likely to have the greatest impact.  There are no specific data that demonstrate the 
consequences to sea turtles if seismic operations with large or small arrays of airguns occur in important 
areas at biologically important times of year.   

Hearing Impairment and Other Physical Effects.― Temporary or permanent hearing impairment 
is a possibility when marine mammals are exposed to very strong sounds.  TTS has been demonstrated and 
studied in certain captive odontocetes and pinnipeds exposed to strong sounds.  However, there has been no 
specific documentation of TTS let alone permanent hearing damage, i.e., PTS, in free-ranging marine 
mammals exposed to sequences of airgun pulses during realistic field conditions.  Current NMFS policy 
regarding exposure of marine mammals to high-level sounds is that cetaceans and pinnipeds should not be 
exposed to impulsive sounds with received levels 180 dB and 190 dB re 1 µParms, respectively (NMFS 
2000).  These criteria have been used in establishing the exclusion (=shut-down) zones planned for the 
proposed seismic survey.  However, those criteria were established before there was any information about 
minimum received levels of sounds necessary to cause auditory impairment in marine mammals.   

Recommendations for science-based noise exposure criteria for marine mammals, frequency-
weighting procedures, and related matters were published by Southall et al. (2007).  Those recom-
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mendations were never formally adopted by NMFS for use in regulatory processes and during mitigation 
programs associated with seismic surveys, although some aspects of the recommendations have been 
taken into account in certain environmental impact statements and small-take authorizations.  NMFS is 
currently moving toward adoption of new procedures taking at least some of the Southall et al. 
recommendations into account (Scholik-Schlomer 2012; NMFS 2013).  The new noise exposure criteria 
for marine mammals will account for the now-available scientific data on TTS, the expected offset 
between the TTS and PTS thresholds, differences in the acoustic frequencies to which different marine 
mammal groups are sensitive (e.g., M-weighting or generalized frequency weightings for various groups 
of marine mammals, allowing for their functional bandwidths), and other relevant factors.  At the time of 
completion of this Environmental Assessment, new noise exposure criteria had not yet been established 
by NMFS. 

Several aspects of the planned monitoring and mitigation measures for this project are designed to 
detect marine mammals occurring near the airgun array, and to avoid exposing them to sound pulses that 
might, at least in theory, cause hearing impairment (see § II, above, and § IV(2), below).  In addition, 
many marine mammals and (to a limited degree) sea turtles show some avoidance of the area where 
received levels of airgun sound are high enough such that hearing impairment could potentially occur.  In 
those cases, the avoidance responses of the animals themselves will reduce or (most likely) avoid any 
possibility of hearing impairment. 

Non-auditory physical effects may also occur in marine mammals exposed to strong underwater 
pulsed sound.  Possible types of non-auditory physiological effects or injuries that might (in theory) occur 
in mammals close to a strong sound source include stress, neurological effects, bubble formation, and 
other types of organ or tissue damage.  It is possible that some marine mammal species (i.e., beaked 
whales) may be especially susceptible to injury and/or stranding when exposed to strong transient sounds.  
However, there is no definitive evidence that any of these effects occur even for marine mammals in close 
proximity to large arrays of airguns.  Such effects, if they occur at all, would presumably be limited to 
short distances and to activities that extend over a prolonged period.  Marine mammals that show 
behavioral avoidance of seismic vessels, including most baleen whales, some odontocetes, and some 
pinnipeds, are especially unlikely to incur non-auditory physical effects.  The brief duration of exposure 
of any given mammal, the deep water in the study area, and the planned monitoring and mitigation 
measures will further reduce the probability of exposure of marine mammals to sounds strong enough to 
induce non-auditory physical effects. 

Sea Turtles 

There is substantial overlap in the frequencies that sea turtles detect vs. the frequencies in airgun 
pulses.  We are not aware of measurements of the absolute hearing thresholds of any sea turtle to 
waterborne sounds similar to airgun pulses.  In the absence of relevant absolute threshold data, we cannot 
estimate how far away an airgun array might be audible.  Moein et al. (1994) and Lenhardt (2002) 
reported TTS for loggerhead turtles exposed to many airgun pulses (§ 3.4.4.3, NSF and USGS 2011).  
This suggests that sounds from an airgun array might cause temporary hearing impairment in sea turtles if 
they do not avoid the (unknown) radius where TTS occurs.  However, exposure duration during the 
proposed survey would be much less than during the aforementioned studies.  Also, recent monitoring 
studies show that some sea turtles do show localized movement away from approaching airguns.  At short 
distances from the source, received sound level diminishes rapidly with increasing distance.  In that 
situation, even a small-scale avoidance response could result in a significant reduction in sound exposure.  

As noted above, the PSOs stationed on the Pelican will also watch for sea turtles, and airgun 
operations will be shut down if a turtle enters the designated exclusion zone.   
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(2) Mitigation Measures 

Several mitigation measures are built into the proposed seismic survey as an integral part of the 
planned activities.  These measures include the following: ramp ups; typically two, however a minimum 
of one dedicated observer maintaining a visual watch during all daytime airgun operations; two observers 
for 30 min before and during ramp ups during the day and at night; and shut downs when mammals or 
turtles are detected in or about to enter designated exclusion zones.  These mitigation measures are 
described earlier in this document, in § II(3).  The fact that the GI airgun, as a result of its design, directs 
the majority of the energy downward, and less energy laterally, is also an inherent mitigation measure. 

Previous and subsequent analysis of the potential impacts take account of these planned mitigation 
measures.  It would not be meaningful to analyze the effects of the planned activities without mitigation, 
as the mitigation (and associated monitoring) measures are a basic part of the activities. 

(3) Potential Numbers of Marine Mammals Exposed to Received Sound Levels 160 dB 

All anticipated takes would be “takes by harassment” as described in § I, involving temporary 
changes in behavior.  The mitigation measures to be applied will minimize the possibility of injurious 
takes.  (However, as noted earlier and in the PEIS, there is no specific information demonstrating that 
injurious “takes” would occur even in the absence of the planned mitigation measures.)  In the sections 
below, we describe methods to estimate the number of potential exposures to sound levels >160 dB re 
1 µParms, and present estimates of the numbers of marine mammals that could be affected during the 
proposed seismic program.  The estimates are based on consideration of the number of marine mammals 
that could be disturbed appreciably by ~1480 km of seismic surveys in the northwestern GOM.  The main 
sources of distributional and numerical data used in deriving the estimates are described in the next 
subsection. 

(a) Basis for Estimating Exposure 

The estimates are based on a consideration of the number of marine mammals that could be within 
the area around the operating airgun array where the received levels (RLs) of sound >160 dB re 1 µParms are 
predicted to occur (see Table 1).  The estimated numbers are based on the densities (numbers per unit area) 
of marine mammals expected to occur in the area in the absence of a seismic survey.  To the extent that 
marine mammals tend to move away from seismic sources before the sound level reaches the criterion 
level and tend not to approach an operating airgun array, these estimates are likely to overestimate the 
numbers actually exposed to the specified level of sounds.  The overestimation is expected to be 
particularly large when dealing with the higher sound-level criteria, e.g., 180 dB re 1 μParms, as animals 
are more likely to move away before RL reaches 180 dB than they are to move away before it reaches (for 
example) 160 dB re 1 μParms.  Likewise, they are less likely to approach within the ≥180 dB re 1 μParms 
radius than they are to approach within the considerably larger ≥160 dB radius.  

We used spring densities reported in Table A-9 of Appendix A of BOEMRE’s Request for 
Incidental Take regulations governing seismic surveys on the Outer Continental Shelf (OCS) of the Gulf 
of Mexico (BOEMRE 2011).  Those densities were calculated from the U.S. Navy’s “OPAREA Density 
Estimates” (NODE) database (DoN 2007b).  The density estimates are based on the NMFS-SEFSC 
shipboard surveys conducted from 1994 to 2006, and were derived using a model-based approach and 
statistical analysis of the existing survey data.  The outputs from the NODE database are four seasonal 
surface density plots of the Gulf of Mexico for each of the marine mammal species occurring there.  Each 
of the density plots was overlaid with the boundaries of the 9 acoustic model regions used in Appendix A 
of BOEMRE (2011).  We used the densities for Acoustic Model Region 8, which corresponds roughly 
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with the deep waters (>1000 m) of the BOEMRE GOM Central Planning Area, and includes the GC955 
and WR313 study sites. 

The estimated numbers of individuals potentially exposed presented below are based on the 160-dB 
re 1 μParms criterion for all cetaceans.  It is assumed that marine mammals exposed to airgun sounds that 
strong could change their behavior sufficiently to be considered “taken by harassment”. 

It should be noted that the following estimates of exposures to various sound levels assume that the 
proposed survey will be completed; in fact, the ensonified areas calculated using the planned number of 
line-kilometers have been increased by 25% to accommodate turns, lines that may need to be repeated, 
equipment testing, etc.  As is typical during offshore ship surveys, inclement weather and equipment 
malfunctions are likely to cause delays and may limit the number of useful line-kilometers of seismic 
operations that can be undertaken.  Also, any marine mammal sightings within or near the designated 
exclusion zones will result in the shut down of seismic operations as a mitigation measure.  Thus, the 
following estimates of the numbers of marine mammals potentially exposed to 160-dB re 1 μParms sounds 
are precautionary and probably overestimate the actual numbers of marine mammals that could be 
involved.  These estimates assume that there will be no weather, equipment, or mitigation delays, which is 
highly unlikely. 

Consideration should be given to the hypothesis that delphinids are less responsive to airgun 
sounds than are mysticetes, as referenced in both the NSF/USGS PEIS (NSF and USGS 2011), e.g., § 
3.7.4.3, and “Summary of Potential Airgun Effects” of this document.  The 160-dB (rms) criterion 
currently applied by NMFS, on which the following estimates are based, was developed based primarily 
on data from gray and bowhead whales.  The estimates of “takes by harassment” of delphinids given 
below are thus considered precautionary.  New criteria for behavioral harassment based on dose-response-
type curves or risk functions are being considered by NMFS.  Available data suggest that the current use 
of a 160-dB criterion may be improved upon, as behavioral response may not occur for some percentage 
of odontocetes and mysticetes exposed to received levels >160 dB, while other individuals or groups may 
respond in a manner considered as taken to sound levels <160 dB (NMFS 2013).  It has become evident 
that the context of an exposure of a marine mammal to sound can affect the animal’s initial response to 
the sound (NMFS 2013). 

(b) Potential Number of Marine Mammals Exposed 

The number of different individuals that could be exposed to GI-airgun sounds with received levels 
160 dB re 1 µParms on one or more occasions can be estimated by considering the total marine area that 
would be within the 160-dB radius around the operating seismic source on at least one occasion, along 
with the expected density of animals in the area.  The number of possible exposures (including repeated 
exposures of the same individuals) can be estimated by considering the total marine area that would be 
within the 160-dB radius around the operating airguns, including areas of overlap.  During the proposed 
survey, the transect lines in the square grid are closely spaced (100 m apart at the GC955 site and 
250 m apart at the WR313 site) relative to the 160-dB distance (670 m).  Thus, the area including 
overlap is 6.5 x the area excluding overlap at GC955 and 5.3 x the area excluding overlap at WR313, so 
a marine mammal that stayed in the survey areas during the entire survey could be exposed ~6 or 
7 times, on average.  However, it is unlikely that a particular animal would stay in the area during the 
entire survey. 

The numbers of different individuals potentially exposed to 160 dB re 1 µParms were calculated by 
multiplying the expected species density times the anticipated area to be ensonified to that level during 
GI-airgun operations excluding overlap.  The area expected to be ensonified was determined by entering 
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the planned survey lines into a MapInfo GIS, using the GIS to identify the relevant areas by “drawing” 
the applicable 160-dB buffer (see Table 1) around each seismic line, and then calculating the total area 
within the buffers. 

Applying the approach described above, ~356 km2 (~445 km2 including the 25% contingency) 
would be within the 160-dB isopleth on one or more occasions during the proposed survey.  Because this 
approach does not allow for turnover in the mammal populations in the area during the course of the 
survey, the actual number of individuals exposed may be underestimated, although the conservative (i.e., 
probably overestimated) line-kilometer distances used to calculate the area may offset this.  Also, the 
approach assumes that no cetaceans will move away or toward the trackline as the R/V Pelican 
approaches in response to increasing sound levels before the levels reach 160 dB.  Another way of 
interpreting the estimates that follow is that they represent the number of individuals that are expected (in 
the absence of a seismic program) to occur in the waters that will be exposed to 160 dB re 1 µParms. 

Table 3 shows the density estimates from BOEMRE (2011) and the estimates of the number of 
different individual marine mammals that potentially could be exposed to ≥160 dB re 1 μParms during the 
seismic survey if no animals moved away from the survey vessel.  The Requested Take Authorization is 
given in the far right column of Table 3.  The Requested Take Authorization has been increased to the 
average mean group sizes in the GOM in 1996–2001 (Mullin and Fulling 2004) and 2003 and 2004 (Mullin 
2007) in cases where the calculated number of individuals exposed was between 1 and the mean group size. 

The estimate of the number of individual cetaceans that could be exposed to seismic sounds with 
received levels ≥160 dB re 1 µParms during the proposed survey is 358 (Table 3).  That total includes 2 
Endangered sperm whales, representing 0.13% of the regional population.  Most (98.6%) of the cetaceans 
potentially exposed are delphinids; pantropical spotted, spinner, striped, and Clymene dolphins are 
estimated to be the most common species in the area, with estimates of 259 (0.76% of the regional 
population), 32 (1.63%), 128 (0.69%), and 20 (0.31%) exposed to ≥160 dB re 1 μParms, respectively.  It 
should be noted that the “regional” population sizes are only for the U.S. waters of the northern GOM, so 
percentages of actual population sizes (including non-U.S. waters of the GOM) exposed are over-estimated. 

(4) Conclusions for Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles 

The proposed seismic project will involve towing a pair of GI airguns, a single GI gun, and a 
sparker that introduce pulsed sounds into the ocean.  Routine vessel operations, other than the proposed 
seismic operations, are conventionally assumed not to affect marine mammals sufficiently to constitute 
“taking”. 

(a) Cetaceans 

Several species of mysticetes show strong avoidance reactions to seismic vessels at ranges up to 6–
8 km and occasionally as far as 20–30 km from the source vessel when medium-large airgun arrays have 
been used.  However, reactions at the longer distances appear to be atypical of most species and 
situations.  If mysticetes are encountered, the numbers estimated to occur within the 160-dB isopleth in 
the proposed survey area are expected to be low.   

Odontocete reactions to seismic pulses, or at least the reactions of delphinids, are expected to 
extend to lesser distances than are those of mysticetes.  Odontocete low-frequency hearing is less 
sensitive than that of mysticetes, and delphinids are often seen from seismic vessels.  In fact, there are 
documented instances of dolphins approaching active seismic vessels.  However, delphinids as well as 
some other types of odontocetes sometimes show avoidance responses and/or other changes in behavior 
near operating seismic vessels. 
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TABLE 3.  Densities and estimates of the possible numbers of individuals that might be exposed to 
>160 dB during USGS’ proposed seismic survey in northwest GOM in April–May 2013.  The proposed 
sound source consists of a pair of 105-in3 GI airguns.  Received levels of seismic sounds are expressed 
in dB re 1 µPa (rms, averaged over pulse duration), consistent with NMFS’ practice.  Not all marine 
mammals will change their behavior when exposed to these sound levels, but some may alter their 
behavior when levels are lower (see text).  Species in italics are listed under the ESA as endangered.  
The column of numbers in boldface shows the numbers of "takes" for which authorization is requested. 

Species 
Density 

(#/1000 km2) 
Ensonified 
area (km2) 

Calculated 
Take1 

% of GOM 
Pop'n2 

Requested Take 
Authorization 

Mysticetes 
Bryde's whale 0.10 445.4 0 0 0 

Odontocetes 
Sperm whale  4.90 445.4 2 0.13 33 
Pygmy/dwarf sperm whale 2.10 445.4 1 0.21 23 
Beaked whales 3.70 445.4 2 0.49 2 
Rough-toothed dolphin 6.70 445.4 3 0.20 163 
Bottlenose dolphin  4.80 445.4 2 0.06 183 
Pantropical spotted dolphin 582.60 445.4 259 0.76 259 
Atlantic spotted dolphin 2.20 445.4 1 <0.01 153 
Spinner dolphin 72.60 445.4 32 1.63 993 
Clymene dolphin 45.60 445.4 20 0.31 753 
Striped dolphin 51.50 445.4 23 0.69 453 
Fraser's dolphin 1.90 445.4 1 0.12 1173 
Risso’s dolphin  10.00 445.4 4 0.28 93 
Melon-headed whale 9.10 445.4 4 0.18 1183 
Pygmy killer whale 1.10 445.4 0 0 0 
False killer whale  2.70 445.4 1 0.15 363 
Killer whale  0.40 445.4 0 0 0 
Short-finned pilot whale 6.30 445.4 3 0.39 193  

1 Calculated take is density times the area ensonified to >160 dB around the planned seismic lines, increased by 25% 
2 Regional populations are from the northern U.S. GOM (Table 2), except beaked whales (Ziphiidae), from Waring et 
al. 2010 
3 Requested Take Authorization increased to mean group size (see text) 

 

Taking into account the mitigation measures that are planned (see § II), effects on cetaceans are 
generally expected to be limited to avoidance of the area around the seismic operation and short-term 
changes in behavior, falling within the MMPA definition of “Level B harassment”.  Furthermore, the esti-
mated numbers of animals potentially exposed to sound levels sufficient to cause appreciable disturbance 
are very low percentages of the regional population sizes (Table 3). 

Estimates of the numbers of marine mammals that could be exposed to strong airgun sounds during 
the proposed program have been presented, together with the requested “take authorization”.  That figure 
likely overestimates the actual number of animals that will be exposed to and will react to the seismic 
sounds.  The reasons for that conclusion are outlined above.  The relatively short-term exposures are 
unlikely to result in any long-term negative consequences for the individuals or their populations. 

The many cases of apparent tolerance by cetaceans of seismic exploration, vessel traffic, and some 
other human activities show that co-existence is possible.  Mitigation measures such as controlled speed, 
course alternation, look outs, non-pursuit, and shut downs when marine mammals are seen within defined 
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ranges should further reduce short-term reactions, and avoid or minimize any auditory effects.  In all 
cases, the effects are expected to be short-term, with no lasting biological consequence. 

(b) Sea Turtles 

Five species―the leatherback, loggerhead, green, hawksbill, and Kemp’s ridley turtles―could be 
encountered in the proposed survey area.  Mostly foraging or migrating individuals would occur.  
Although it is possible that some turtles will be encountered during the survey, it is anticipated that the 
proposed seismic survey will have, at most, a short-term effect on behavior and no long-term impacts on 
individual sea turtles or their populations. 

(5) Direct Effects on Invertebrates, Fish, Fisheries, and EFH and Their Significance 

Effects of seismic sound on marine invertebrates (crustaceans and cephalopods), marine fish, and 
their fisheries are discussed in § 3.2.4 and § 3.3.4 and Appendix D of the NSF/USGS PEIS (NSF and 
USGS 2011), which are hereby incorporated by reference.  The PEIS concluded that there could be 
changes in behavior and other non-lethal, short-term, temporary impacts, and injurious or mortal impacts 
on a small number of individuals within a few meters of a high-energy acoustic source, but that there 
would be no significant impacts of NSF-funded or USGS marine seismic research on populations, 
fisheries, and associated EFH.  Furthermore, the proposed source is not a high-energy source but a low-
energy source, as defined in § 2.4.2.1 of the PEIS. 

A total of 50 OBSs will be deployed before and recovered after the proposed surveys.  The OBSs 
have a height of ~1 m and a maximum diameter of 50 cm.  The anchor is an iron plate weighing ~40 kg 
with dimensions ~30×30×8 cm.  OBS anchors will be left behind upon equipment recovery.  Although 
OBS placement will disrupt a very small area of seafloor habitat and could disturb benthic invertebrates, 
the impacts are expected to be localized and transitory.  There are no benthic HAPCs in the deep, offshore 
waters of the survey areas. 

(6) Direct Effects on Seabirds and Their Significance 

Effects of seismic sound and other aspects of seismic operations (collisions, entanglement, and 
ingestion) on seabirds are discussed in § 3.5.4 of the NSF/USGS PEIS (NSF and USGS 2011), which is 
hereby incorporated by reference.  The PEIS concluded that there could be transitory disturbance, but that 
there would be no significant impacts of NSF-funded or USGS marine seismic research on seabirds or 
their populations (§ 3.5.4 of the NSF/USGS PEIS; NSF and USGS 2011). 

(7) Indirect Effects on Marine Mammals, Sea Turtles, and Their Significance 

The proposed seismic operations will not result in any permanent impact on habitats used by 
marine mammals or sea turtles, or to the food sources they use.  The main impact issue associated with 
the proposed activities will be temporarily elevated noise levels and the associated direct effects on 
marine mammals and sea turtles, as discussed above.   

During the proposed seismic survey, only a small fraction of the available habitat would be 
ensonified at any given time.  Disturbance to fish species and invertebrates would be short-term, and fish 
would return to their pre-disturbance behavior once the seismic activity ceased [see § IV (5), above].  
Thus, the proposed survey would have little impact on the abilities of marine mammals or sea turtles to 
feed in the area where seismic work is planned.   

(8) Cumulative Effects 

Under CEQ regulations (40 CFR §§1500–1508) implementing the provisions of NEPA, as 
amended (42 USC §§4321 et seq.), cumulative impacts are defined as “the impact on the environment 



 IV. Environmental Consequences 

Environmental Assessment for USGS Northwest Gulf of Mexico, 2013 Page 33 

which results from the incremental impact of the action when added to other past, present, and reasonably 
foreseeable future actions regardless of what agency (Federal or non-Federal) or person undertakes such 
other actions.” (40 CFR §1508.7).  Causal agents of cumulative effects can include multiple causes, 
multiple effects, effects of activities in more than one locale, and recurring events. 

The results of the cumulative impacts analysis in the NSF/USGS PEIS indicated that there would 
not be any significant cumulative effects to marine resources from the proposed NSF-funded or USGS 
marine seismic research.  That discussion, which appears at § 4.1.3 of NSF/USGS PEIS (NSF and USGS, 
2011)is hereby incorporated by reference.  However, that same section of the PEIS also stated that, “A 
more detailed, cruise-specific cumulative effects analysis would be conducted at the time of the 
preparation of the cruise-specific EAs, allowing for the identification of other potential activities in the 
area of the proposed seismic survey that may result in cumulative impacts to environmental resources.” 

For the proposed low-energy seismic cruise, it appears that there is little overlap between the 
proposed seismic surveys and other activities, and little chance of significant cumulative effects.  As 
previously discussed, low-energy airgun operations are unlikely to cause any large-scale or prolonged 
effects in marine mammals or sea turtles, and the duration of the proposed surveys is very short (96 h at 
each site).  This limited impact has been considered in light of the following.  

BOEM (2012) included a comprehensive discussion of ongoing and reasonably foreseeable actions 
in the GOM in § 4.6.1.2, which is hereby adopted and incorporated by reference.  These foreseeable 
actions included: 

 ongoing oil and gas exploration, development, and production; 
 existing oil and gas infrastructure; 
 commercial fishing; 
 alternate energy development; 
 military operations; 
 marine vessel traffic; 
 scientific research; 
 recreation and tourism; and 
 marine mining and disposal areas. 

BOEM (2012) is currently the subject of litigation3, but the basic list of potential foreseeable 
actions is not in dispute. BOEM (2012) also provided factual maps of oil and natural gas-related 
infrastructure, military areas, shipping channels, and marine mining and ocean-dredged material disposal 
sites in the GOM.  The proposed survey areas are farther offshore than any mapped infrastructure, 
shipping channel, mining and disposal sites, and military areas, although the survey areas are just south of 
Military Warning Area W92.  Operations conducted in these Warning Areas include all weather flight 
training, refueling, test flights, bombing, fleet training, independent unit training, ASW, aircraft carrier, 
ship and submarine operations, and surface gunnery. 

DoN (2007a) provided maps of fishing effort for shrimp trawl fisheries; reef-fish handline, bottom-
longline, trap, and spear fisheries; coastal pelagic handline fisheries; stone crab and lobster trap fisheries; 
and shark bottom-longline fisheries in the GOM.  These maps and discussions are hereby adopted and 
incorporated by reference.  The proposed seismic survey areas are farther offshore than any type of 
fishery, all of which are on the continental shelf or just beyond the shelf break, which is at ~200 m depth.   

____________________________________ 
 
3 Refer to footnote, § III, p. 14. 
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(9) Unavoidable Impacts 

Unavoidable impacts to the species of marine mammals and turtles occurring in the proposed 
survey area will be limited to short-term, localized changes in behavior of individuals.  For cetaceans, 
some of the changes in behavior may be sufficient to fall within the MMPA definition of “Level B 
Harassment” (behavioral disturbance; no serious injury or mortality).  TTS, if it occurs, will be limited to 
a few individuals, is a temporary phenomenon that does not involve injury, and is unlikely to have long 
term consequences for the few individuals involved.  No long-term or significant impacts are expected on 
any of these individual marine mammals or turtles, or on the populations to which they belong.  Effects 
on recruitment or survival are expected to be (at most) negligible. 

(10) Coordination with Other Agencies and Processes  

This document will be used as supporting documentation for an IHA application submitted by 
USGS to NMFS, under the U.S. MMPA, for “taking by harassment” (disturbance) of small numbers of 
marine mammals during this proposed seismic project.  Potential impacts to endangered species and 
critical habitat have also been assessed in the document; therefore, it will be used to support the ESA 
Section 7 consultation process with NMFS and USFWS.   

USGS will coordinate the planned marine mammal monitoring program associated with the seismic 
survey with any parties that express interest in this survey activity.  USGS have coordinated, and will 
continue to coordinate, with other applicable Federal agencies as required, and will comply with their 
requirements.  For instance, USGS has provided notice to BOEM, as a matter of courtesy, regarding the 
specifics of the proposed seismic survey.   

Alternative Action: Another Time 

An alternative to issuing the IHA for the period requested, and to conducting the project then, is to 
issue the IHA for another time, and to conduct the project at that alternative time.  The proposed dates for 
the cruise (15 days in April–May 2013) are the dates when the personnel and equipment essential to meet 
the overall project objectives are available. 

Marine mammals and sea turtles are expected to be found throughout the proposed survey area and 
throughout the time period during which the project may occur.  A number of marine mammal species 
(see Table 2) are year-round residents in the GOM, so altering the timing of the proposed project likely 
would result in no net benefits for those species (see § III, above).  Other species … 

No Action Alternative  

An alternative to conducting the proposed activities is the “No Action” alternative, i.e. do not issue an 
IHA and do not conduct the operations.  If the research were not conducted, the “No Action” alternative 
would result in no disturbance to marine mammals or sea turtles attributable to the proposed activities, 
however valuable data about the marine environment would be lost.  Research that will contribute to the 
characterization of marine gas hydrates in order to better understand their potential as an energy resource 
would also be lost.  The development and calibration of improved geophysical techniques for gas hydrate 
characterization would not be achieved. 
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Finding of No Significant Impact for tbe National Marine Fisberies Service's 
Issuance of Marine Mammal Protection Act Incidental Harassment Authorization 
to the U.S. Gcological Survey to Take Marine Mammals hy Harassment Incidental 

to a Low-Energy Marine Geoph)Isical Survey in the Deep Water of tbe Gulf of 
Mexico, Apl;l to May, 2013 

National Marine Fisheries Service 

BACKGROU D 

TIl National Marine Fisheries Service (NIvIFS) recei ed an application from the .S. 
Ge logical Sur e (USGS) for an authorization to take small numbers of marine 
mammals, by I.,evel B harassment, incidental to its 2013 10 -energy marine geophysical 
(seismic) survey in the deep water of the Gulf of Mexico . Pursuant to the Marine 
Mammal Protection Act (MMP ), authorization for incidental takings shall be granted if 
NMFS finds that the taking will have a negligible impact on the species or tock(s), will 
not have an unmitigable adverse impact on the availability of the species or stock(s) for 
subsistenc uses (where relevant), and litbe permissi ble methods of taking and 
requirements pertaining to the mitigation. monitOling, and reporting of such takings are 
set forth. 

LGL Ltd. , Environmental Research -sociates (LGL) has prepared an Environmental 
Assessment ofa Low-Energy Marine Geophysical Survey by the US, Geological Suney 
in rhe NorrhYl 'estern GI/(f oflvlexico. April-May 2013 (hereinaller Report), on behalf of 
USGS, specifically addressing USGS's activity and N1vlFS' · issuance of an associated 
IHA. The SOS has prepared Environmental A.'isessmenf (based on LGL 's Rep0rl) 
ritled Enrjronmental Assessment and Delermi17alion f 1I1' uanl to the National 
Environmental Polil.} ·Act, 42 USC, -1321, el seq. (md t~\ecllfive Order i2 l l';' Lmv
Energy Marine Seismic Surve ! by the US GevLogical Sliney in the deepH'ater GlI(f (~j" 

Mexico, April-May 2013 (EA) . Ibits .EA. USGS incorporatl:;s LGL's Report to assess the 
potential impacts to the en ironment as ociated with the proposed issuance of an IlIA 
and the poten ietl effects of airgun s unds and signals for an airgun array, sparker, and 
sub-bottom profiler on marine species while conducling the sejsmic survey. TIle EA 
includes an evaluation of three alternatives: (1) the proposed seismic survey and issuance 
of an associaled II-lA, (2) a COlTe. ponding seismic urvcy at an altemative time, along 
with issuance of an associated IHA, and (3) a no action altemative (i.e., do not issue an 
JLJA and d not conduct the seismic survey). U~GS reviewed and concLllTed with LGL's 
findings and incorporated the Report into the EA by reference. 
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MFS ba<) reviewed USGS' sEA, and d telmin d that it contaiJ1s an adeq uate description 
ofNMFS's proposed action and reasonable altematives, the affected environment. the 
effects oflhe action (i . . , both USGS and NMFS's action), and appropriate monitoring 
and mitloation measW'es. Accordingly, l\TMFS h~lS decided Lo adopt the USGS EA to 
support the issuance of the 2013 illA. 

. MFS has prepared this Finding f 10 igniIi nt Impact (FONS) to evaluate the 
significance ofthe impacts ofNMFS' s action. It is sp cifi to Altemati e 1 in the EA, 
identilied as the Preferred Alternative . Altemali 'e 1 is enti tled "the prop sed eismic 
survey and issuance of an ssociatl;:d IHA.·' Based on NMFS 's review of USGS s 
proposed activities and measures contailled in Alternative 1, NMFS has detennmed that 
no signifi cant impacts to the human environment would occur from implementing the 
Preferred Alternative. 

SI N1F[CANCE REVIEW 

National Oceanic and At lOspberic Admjnistration Adminu trative Order (NAO) 216-6 
(May 20 1999) ontains criteria for detennining the significance of the impacts of a 
proposed action. In addition the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations at 
40 CFR §1508.27 state that the sig:njficance of an action should be analyzed both in terms 
of"context" and ·'intensity." Each criterion listed below is relevant to making a fmding 
of no si gnificant impact and has been considered individually as well as in combin lion 
with the others. The significance of tm action is analyzed based on the NAO 216-6 
criteria and CEQ' s conte ,t and intensity criteria. These include: 

1) Can the proposed action reasonably be xp eted to cau e substantial damage to the 
ocean and coastal habitat andlor Essential Fish [ [abitat (EF'J-I) as defined lmder the 
Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Cons rvat lon and Ma agement Act (MSFCMA) and 
identified in fishery management plan~? 

Response: NMF does n01 anticipate that either issuance ofth IHA or USG s 
proposed activity would cause substantial damag to the ocean and coastal habitats. 

peci fically, the temporary a ou tic activities mud not affect physi al habitat 
features, such as substTates and wat r quality. Additionally, the effects from ves el 
tran it and the seismic perations of a single vessel would not r suIt in substantial 
damage to cean and eoa tal habitats that might con. ti lute marine mammal habitats. 
Commercial fish ing, mili tary trairung ,ercises, and c mmerc ial ve el traffic in the 
study area generate noise throughou t the year. The addi lion ofthe noise produced yan 
airglUl aJ.Tay is comparative I min :f in terms OrIola! additional acoustic ene 'gy and bri f , 
in tenns of dW'ation ofth\,; proposed effort. 

NM S believes that the proposed eislluc ur ey onducted under th requirements of the 
IHA ould have n more than minimal ad" r e impacts to fish or inveltcbrates and their 
habitats, and wo Id have no p tentia! for population-level impacts to any :fish r 
invertebrate species. These temporary acoustk activities would not affect physical 
habitat featw·es. such as substrates and water quality. The MSFCMA governs marine 
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fisherie management in waters within the U.S. Exclusive Economic Zone ( ' EZ), and 
reqllired Federal agencies to consult with NMF with respect to actions that may 
ad ersely impact EFH. The propos d s ismic survey w uld ccur in the EEZ o[the U.S. 
B cause EFH species have been identified and d scribed pursuant to the MSFCMA, 
USGS has made a det nnination that this proj etwi ll not result in adverse impacts t 
EFH: and therefore, USGS is not r qu ired 10 consult with NOAA's NMlS lUIder Section 
305(b)(2) orlhe MSFCMA as amended by th Sustainable Fisheries Act of 1996 (Public 
Law 104-257). Similarly, NMFS, Office of Protected Resources. Pennits and 
Conservation Division has determined that the issuance of an (l-IA for the taking of 
marine mammal incidental to a marine low-energy seismic survey in the deep water of 
the Gulf of Mexico will not have an advers impact on EFJ J, therefore an EFH 
consultation is not required. 

2) Can the proposed action be expected to have a subsLantial impact on biodiversity 
and/or ecosystem function witltin tbe affected area (e.g., benthic pr ductivity, predator
prey relationships, etc.)? 

Respons~: The proposed issuanc of the ilIA to authorize the take of marille 
mammals by Level B harassment incidental to USGS's seismic survey would not have a 
sub tantial impact on biodiversity or ecosystem function within the affected area. The 
impacts ofthe seismic survey action on marine mammals are specifically related to the 
acoustic activities and these are expected to be temporary in nature and not result in 
substantial impact to marine mammals or t their role in the ecosystem. The IHA 
anticipates, and would authorize, Level B harassment only, in the form of temporary 
behavioral disturbance. of several species of cetaceans. No i11jury (Le el A harassment), 
serious inj w-y, or mortality is anticipated or proposed to be authorized, and the Level B 
harassment is not expected to aHect biodiversity or ecosyst m functi on. 

The EA analyzed the potential for USGS's seismic survey activity to alJect other 
ecosystem features and biodiversity componenlsinciuding sea turtles, fish, invel'tebrates, 
alld oceanographic features. NMFS's e aJuatiol1 indicates hat any direct, indirect, or 
cumulative effects of issuance of the IHA or the USGS action would not result in a 
sub tanti al impact on biodiversity or ecosystem function. In articular, the poten tial for 
effects to these rt.::sources are considered here wi .h regard to the potential effects on 
diversity or functions that may serve a ssential components of marine mammal habitats. 
Most effects are considered to be s rt-ternl and unlikely to affect normal ecosystem 
function or predator/prey relationships; lheTeror~, NMFS believes that there wi)) not be a 
sub lantial impact on marine life biodiversity or on the normal function of the near hore 
or offshore eco ystems of the Gulf of Mexico, and specil'icall y the deep water of the 
northwest Gulf f Mex.ico. 

Althoug there i ' a relative lack ofkno'A ledge about the potential physical (pathological 
and physiological) effects of seism ic e ere-~ on marine fish and invertebrates, the 
available data suggest that there may be p)'ysical impacts on egg, larval juvenile, and 
adult stages that are in close pro, imjty to the seismic source. Whereas egg and larval 
stages are not able to escape such exposures, ju reniles and adults most likely would 
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avoid it. In the .:ase of egg and Ir rvae, it is likciy lhat the munbers adversely affect d by 
such exposure would not signific tly change the total munber of th05 SUccLUl1bing to 
natural mortality. Limited data regarding pby iological impacts on ii hand inveliebratl;;s 
indicate that these impacts are shoti tern1 and ure mo 'i apparent after cxposur at close 
range. It is possible that zooplankton ery clo ., 10 the source may react to the shock 
wave caused by airgun operations. The pathological (mortal ity) zone for fis h and 
invert brates would bc xp cted to be with in a few meters of the seismic source to be 
used for this sur ey. Li ttle or no morlality is expected. The proposed seismic program in 
U1e dep water f the Gulf of Mexico is pr~dicted to have negligible to low physical 
effects on the various life stages 0 f fish and inveltebrates. Though these effects do not 
require authorization under an IHA, the flect )fl these features were considered by 
NMFS with respect to con ideration of effects t mruine mammals and their habitats, and 
NMFS finds that the effe 1s from the sur ey it If on fi hand invertebrat s are not 
anticipated to have a substantial effect on hiodiv rsity and/or ecosystem fu nction within 
the affected area. 

3) Can the pr posed action reasonably be expec ed to have a substantiaJ adverse impact 
on public health or safety? 

Respons~: NMFS does nOl expect either NMFS's issuance ofthe proposed lHA 
or the proposed seismic survey to have a substantial adverse impact on public health or 
safety. The onstant monitoring f r marin~ mammals and other marine life during 
seismic operations effectively eliminales t} e possibility of any humans being 
inadvertently exposed to levels of sound that mi,,,,ht have adverse effects. Although the 
conduct of the seismic survey may carry some r isk to the personnel involved (i.e., boat or 
mechanical accidents dming surveys), the ' pplicant and those individuals working wi th 
til applicant would be required to be ad qualeJy u·ained or supervised in perfonnance of 
the underlying activity (i.e. the seismic survey) to mi.nimize such risk to personnel. The 

urvey is no expected to have any adverse impacts on traffic and transportation, as this is 
only a sina\e working sound source v sse) that will be at sea for a relatively short period 
of time (i.c., approximately 15 days, incl uding approximately 8 days of airgun 
operati us) over a relatively small geographic area. Also, there is little ri k of exposure 
to hazardous materials or wastes, risk of contracLing diseases, or risk of damage trom a 
natural disaster. 

4) Can the prop sed action reasoD2.bly be eXp led to adversely affect endangered or 
threatened species, their critica l ha<Jital, mruine mammals, or other non-target species? 

R sponse: The proposed ll-IA would 3ulh. rize some Level B harassment (in the 
form ofshort-tem1 and localized changes in behavior) ofsmali numbers of marine 
mammals incidental to the proposed -i mic survey. No injury (Level haras meI1t), 
serious injury, or mortality is anti ci pated or auth rized. Behavioral effects may include 
te poraryand sh rt-tenn displacement ofcetaceans from within cel1run ensonified 
zones, generally within 670 m (2,198.2 fI et [ tl), from the source vessel for the two or 
airgun array (21 0 cubic inch [in) tota l volume) at 3 m (9.8 rt) tow d pth. The monitoring 
and mitigation measures l' quire I ft r the activit are designed to mini mize the exposure 
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of marine mammals Lo sound and to mjnimize conduct ofthe activity in the vicinity of 
habitats that might be llsed by certain cryptic marine mammals (i.e., those that are more 
difficult to detect) . 

Taking these measures into account, effect on marine mammals [rom the preferred 
alternative are expected to be limited to avoidance of tile area aroWld lhe seismic 
operations and short-term behavioral changes. falling within the MMPA defini tion of 
"Level B harassment." Num b rs of individuals of all marine mammal species 
incidentally taken t the specified activity are c 'pected t be small (relative to species 
ab ndance), and the incidental take is anti ipated to have a negligibl impact on the 
-p cies or stock. 

On December 10, 2012, SGS illiti ated a fomlal consultatiol1~ under section 7 of the 
ESA, with the NMf'S. Office of Protected ResoUIces, Endanger d Species Act 
lnteragency Co peratiol1 Division on the proposed eismic survey. On February 13, 
2013, N!vlFS (Pem1its and Conservation Division) als initiated and engaged in formal 
cOllSultation wit NMFS Endangered Specie Act Interagenc Cooperation Division) on 
the issuance of an 1HA under sectit)n 10 1 (a)(5)(D) oft e MMPA for this activity. These 
two consultations were consolidated and addressed in a single Biological Opinion (BiOp) 
addressing the direct and indirect effects of these interd pendent actions. in April 2013, 
NMFS finished conducting its section 7 co sultation and is ued a BiOp, and concluded 
that the USGS action and issuance of the rnA are not Likely to jeopardize the continued 
exist nee of ESA-listed c taceans, sturgeon, corals. and sea turtles and included an 
Incidental Take tatement incorporating the requirements of the IHA and Tem1s and 
Conditions to ensure that there would be nu mor than minimal impacts 10 ESA-listed 
species. Compliance with those Tenn and Conditions is likewise a mandatory 
requirement of the ll-IA. The BiOp also conclud d that designat d critical habitat for 
these species does not occur in th action area and would not be affected by the survey. 

5) Are significan t social or economic impacts intenelated wi th natural or phy ical 
environmental ff cts? 

Response: No significant social or conomic eiTects aTe expected to resul t from 
issuance of the IHA or the proposed s ismic surv y. The primary impacts to the natural 
and ph sical environment are expected to be acoustic and temporary in nature, and not 
interrelated with signifi cant social or economic impacts. The plann d seismic survey will 
not result in directed or I thaI tak.e~ of marine ll1aIlUnals. 

Is. uance o f tbe IRA would not resu lt in in quita le distributions of environmental 
burdens or access to enviromnentaJ goods. NrvfFS has determined tilalissLlance of the 
TIlA vill not adversely affect low-income or minority populations. Finally, there will be 
no impact orthe activity on the availability of the pecies or stocks of marine mammals 
for subsistence llses. Therefore. no significant social or economic effects are expected to 
result from issuance of the TI-tA or the prop sed seismic su 'ey. 

6) Are the effects on the quality of the human environment likely to be highly 
controversial? 
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Response: Th effects of this action on lbe quality of the human environment are 
not likely t be highly controversial. There is n significant controversy about thc fleets 
of the seismic surveyor the issuanc of an iliA on the qua li ty of the human environment. 

For several years ~ NMFS has assessed and authorized incidental take l.I r multiple seismic 
surveys conducted within the same .. ear and has developed relatively standard mitigation 
and moni toring measures wh.ich the public ha::; ve lted during each public comment period 
for over fi e years. Morcov r, the scope f the ac ti on i not is not unusually large or 
substantial. The mitigation measur s are based on NMFS's past experiences and 
practices with similar projects and con ideration f comment submitted on this action 
and other imil.ar actions by the M cine M~ mmal Commission and memb r of the 
pUblic. 

NMF published a proposed IHA in the Federal Regi fer on Febru ry 20, 2013 (78 FR 
11 82 1), which allowed t he public to submit commenls for up to 30 days from the date of 
publication of the notice. NMFS also made the draft EA avai lable to the public on the 
NMFS permit website 
(http: //www.nmfs .noaa.go/pr/permit:/ incident·l.htm#application ). Based on lhe 
analysis in the EA, onsideration of public comments submitted on the proposed action in 
the Federal Regisler notice of a proposed UIA, and NMFS experience in issuing prior 
lHAs fi r imilar actions, NMFS does not consider the effects of this action on the quality 
of lhe human environment to be highly ontroversial. 

The Marin Mammal Commission provid d comments on lhe e, timated numb r of takes 
and proposed mitigation and monltorino m asures . The International Association of 
Geophysical Contractors (IAGC) and Amelican Petroleum lnstitut (API) provid d 
comments on environmental impacts from anthropogenic sound on marine species being 
evaluated u jug the best available science, using a reasonable t1lfeshold for antkipating 
ad er e effects and requiring mitigation measures, using e:lJective and practicable 
mitigation, utilizing relat d NEPA documents, and the tinlc!Y issuance of an II-IA. The 
Center for Biological Diversity (CBD) provided comment on ass ssing cumulative 
impacts, overlooking other potentiaUy vuln rable marine life, lack of MMPA analysis, 
and finding altemati es and w ighting climate impac ts. NMFS onsidered the Y1ari ne 
Mammal Commission, IAGe and API, and CBD comment· as a comp nent ofthe 
marine mammal impacts analysis r qui red by the V1MPA Ul order to reach a 
detemlination that only evel B haras:menl would oceW" as a result of the proposed 
USGS survey, and in making tIllS FONSl. The specific re~ ponses to ptlblic comm nts 
will be provided in tbe Federol Reb:rister notic cmnollDcing the issuance of the il-lA. 

No comments raised sub tantial questions as l ) whether the survey w uld cause 
signilicant degradation to any com nent of the human environment, including marine 
mammals or sea tilli les or their Ilabitat. Til r is no ubstantial dispute concerning the 
survey ' size, nature or effect. Th .r fore, NMFS has con ludcd that the proposed survey 
and issuance ohlle [HA are 110t likely to be c ntroversial. 
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7) an the proposed act i n reasonably be xp cteJ to resull in sub tanLial impacts to 
unique areas, such as historic or cultural r s un:es, park Land, prime farmlands, wetlands, 
wild and sceruc rivers, EFH, or cologically critical areas? 

Response: USGS' s proposed low-\.!nergy marine seismic survey wi 11 take place in 
the d ep water of the Gulf of Mexico ber . no historic and cultural resources park land. 
prime farmlands, wetlands, or wild and scenic rivers are present. NMf d es not expect 
the USGS UTV Yto have any ub tantial impacts to tmique areas, nor does NM 's exp ct 
the authorization to have a significant effct on mruine mammals that may be important 
resources in such areas. Similarly. NMFS does not expect its issuance oflhe nIA or the 
prop sed USGS survey to h ve any impacts 10 EFH as described in the response to 
qu sti n 1 above. Detailed information about the affected environment, marine 
mammals, other marine Iife, and all potential ad er e direct indirect, and cwnulati e 
impacts r lated to the proposed action are pro ided in the EA. 

To the extent that marine mammal, are important features of these resource areas, the 
potential temporary behavioral dist urbance of marine mammals might result in short-term 
behavioral effects on cetaceans within ensoniiied zones but no long-term displacement 
of marine mammals, endangered species, or lheir prey is expected as are ult of the 
USGS acti on or the issuance of an Incidental Take Authorization tor marine mammals. 

8) Are the effects on the human en vironment likely to be highly uncertain or involve 
unique or lLnknown risks? 

Response: The effects of the action on the human environment are not likely to 
b highly unce11ain or involve unique or un.kn vm risks. The exact mechanisms of how 
different ounds may affect celtain marine organisms are not fully understood but ther 
is n substantial dispute about the size, nature, or effect of this paJ1icular action. Wll1 Ie 
NMFS's judgments on impact thresholds are ba$etl on somewhat limited data, enough is 
known for NMFS and the regulated entity (here SOS) to develop precautionary 
monltoring and mitigation measur s to minimize the potential for signiJicant impacts on 
bi logical resoW"ces and to support the necessary fmdings. TIle multipl mit igation and 
monitoring requirements are designed to el sure the least practi cable impact on the 
afJected species or stocks of marin mammal ancl also to gather additional data to inform 
future decision-making. NMFS has b en authorizing take tor similar types of seismic 
surveys for years, and monitoring r ports r~cei ved pursuant to the req Llirements of the 
authorizations have indicated that there wer n unanticipat d or unauthorized impacts 
(i.e., nothing exceeding -evel B harassment) that occurred as a result of the prviously 
conducted seismic surveys. 

9) Is the proposed action related to other a tions with indiv idually insignifi cant, but 
cumulatively significant impacts? 

RespollS : The USGS's co duct of the \ow- nergy seismic SlU"vey in t11 deep 
water of the Gulf of Mexico and NMFS's action f issuing rul JT-TA to USGS that 
authorizes take or a small number of marine mammal incidental to the conduct of 
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USGS' s seismic survey, are interrelated. The e actions are not c.'peeted to resul t in 
cumulatively significant impacts when consider d in relat ion to other separate actions 
with ind ividuaJly insignificant effects. 

The EA analyzes the impacts of the eismic survey in light of otl1er human activities 
within the shldy area. In the EA the SG'" concluded and NMFS agrees that although 
the airgun sounds from the eismlc survey have higher source levels than the sounds 
generated from some other human activiti s in the area, airgun sOlmds are pulses and will 
be calTied out for only approximat 1 8 days. in contrast to those ·from other sources that 
ha e lower peak pressures but occur continuously over extended periods of time (e.g .. 
vess I noise). Thus, 1l1e combination of USGS's operations with existing ongoing oil and 
gas exploration, development and production. existing oil and gas infrastructure, 
commercial fi shing, altemate energy development, military operations. marine vessel 
traffic, scientillc research, recreation and tourism. and marine mining and disposal areas 
is expected to result in no more than mino and short term impacts from the proposed 
seismic survey in the deep water ofthe Gulf of Mexico in tem1S of overall disturbance 
eiTects on marine mamm Is. 

H uman activities and foreseeable projects III the deep water of the Gulf of Mexico 
include ongoing oil and gas exploration, d ve lopment and pToduction, existing oil and 
gas infrastructure, commercial iishing, aJternate energy development, military operations. 
marine vessel traffic, scientific research, re reation and tourism, and marine mining and 
disposal areas. These activities, when conducted. eparately or in combination with other 
activities, can affect marine manm·.als in the study area. Any cumulative effects caused 
by the addition of the seismic survey impacts on marine mammals will be extremely 
limit d and will not rise to the level of"signi fi cant:' especiaJl considering the timeframe 
o f the proposed activities and the location of the proposed survey area in the deep water 
of the Gulf of Me, ico. For the majority of the proposed tracklines, the Pelican is 
unlikely to encounter any additional human activities, and thus the degree of cumulatl e 
impact will be minimal. Any such effects related to the cumulation ofhwnall activities 
near the stmt and end of the trackli nes will have no more than a negligible impact on the 
marine mammal populations encountered. 

NMFS has issued IHAs for other sl;ismic surve . . (to the o il and gas industry, NSF, 
USGS, and other organizations) that may have resuJ ted in the harassment of marine 
mammals, but the surveys ar dispersed both g ographically (throughout the world) and 
temporally, arc short term in nature and aJI include required monitoring and mitigation 
measures to minimiz impact 10 marine mammals and to minimize other potential 
advers environmental impacts in the activity aT ,a. There are no otber USGS-sponsored 
seismic surveys scheduled for the Gulf of 1e, 'co in 201 3 and therefore, NMFS is 
Wlaware of any synergistic impacts to marine resources associated with re sonably 
foreseeable future actions that may be planned or occur ithin the same region of 
influence. TIle impacts of USGS's proposed seisnuc surve in the deep water of the Gulf 
f Mexico are expect d to b no more than minor 3l1d sborl-leJm \ iU1 no potential to 

contribute lo clffimlativc1y significant impacts. 
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10) I the propo 'ed action likely to ad versdy affect districts, sites, high\i ays, structures, 
or objects listed in or eligible for listing in the l\ational Register of Historic Places or 
may cause loss or des1ruction of sjgnifican t sci ntific, cultllral or historical resources? 

Response: The actions proposed by NMFS and USGS are not likely to adversely 
affcct cultural resources in the deep water l)[ the Gulf of Mexico, as the seismic 'urvey 
would occur on the high seas. As escribcd in uestion 5 above, implementation of 
mitigati n and monitoring measures in Ule rnA pr posed t be issued to USGS ensures 
that there will not be significant s cia! or economic impacts on the coastal inhabitants of 
the Gulf of Mexico. 'TIle USGS proposed act ion is not likely directly r indirectly, to 
adversely affect places or obj cts list din r e 'gible for listing in the National Register 
of Historic Places, or other significant scientific, cultural or historical res urces as none 
are known to exist at the site of the propos d action and because the action is not 
expected t alter any physical resources. 

11) Can the proposed action reasonably be expe ted to result in the introduction or spread 
of a non-indigenous species? 

Response: The primary co cern regar<ling the introduction or spread of a non
indigenous species from the proposed seismic urvey is through ballast water exchange. 
The U.S. Coast Guard (USCG) is responsible for ensuring that ships are in compliance 
with all international and U.S. nati,)nal ballast water reqllir ments to prevent the spread 
of non-indigenous pecies' the ves:;el (Pelican) involved in this seismic survey will 
follow all those ballast water requirements. 

here[ore neither Nlv[FS' s issuance of the ll-v\ nor USGS' s proposed survey i e, peeled 
to result in the introduction or spread of non-indigenous species, as all intem atjooal and 
national preventive measures would be iml lemenled. 

12) Is the proposed action l ikely to establi h a precedent for [ulure actions with 
significant effects or represent a decision in princi ple about a future consider lion? 

Response: The proposed action \ivi J] n t set a precedent for future actions with 
significant effects or represent a d cision in principle. To ensure compliance with 
statutory and regulatory standards, NMFS' actions under section 101(a)(5)(D) ofthe 
MMPA must be consideredindivi ually and be based on the best available information, 
which is continuously evo! "ng in the field of uoderwater sound. Moreover, each action 
for which an IHA is sought mllst be considered in light of the specific circumstances 
sun'ounding the acti on and mitigation and momLOling may vary depending on tllOse 
circumstances. As mentioned above, NMFS ha issued many authorizations fI r seismic 
research surveys. A finding of no si miticant impact for this action, and for NMFS's 
issuance of an IHA, may inform th ... environmental review for future projects but would 
not establish a precedent or repre mt a decisi n in principle about a future consideration. 

13) Can the proposed action reasorably be e.'pected to threaten a violation of Federal , 
State, or local law or requirement imposed [or [he protcctjon of the en ironment? 

9 




Response: NMfS does not ex cct the proposed action to violate any Federal law 
or requirements imposed for the protection oflhe environment, as NMFS and USGS have 
fulfilled their section 7 responsibilities under tht: ESA (s e response to que tion 4 above), 
and USGS has complied with the MMPA (by submitting an application for an IHA) for 
this action. Also, all requirem nts have been met to prevent the spread of non-indigenous 
species into the acti n area (see response to question 11 abo e). 

14) Can the proposed action reasonably be expected to result in cumulative adverse 
efJects that could have a ubs tantial effect on t c target species or non-target species? 

Response: The USGS low·energy 'eisrnic survey and NMFS's issuance of an 
IHA ar not expected to result in y significant adverse effects on species incidentally 
taken by harassment, or any cumulative adverse elTects that could have a substantial 
effect. NMFS has issued Incidental Take " uthonzations for other Federal govemment
funded seismic Slli"veys for research purpose ' (t NSF. and other organizations) that may 
ha e resulted in the harassment of marine mamulals. but they are dispersed both 
geographically (through ut the wo rld) and temporally. are short-term in natur • and all 
use monitoring and mitigation measmes 10 minimize impacts to marine mammals and 
other protected species. There will be three other research seismic survey (by the 
Lamont-Doheliy Earth Observatory [L-DEOJ and Scripps Institution of Oceanography 
[SIO]) that are scheduled for the spring, summer, and fall of 20 13 in the middle and 
northeast Atlantic Ocean as ell as the tropical western Pacific Ocean. In 201 2, six 
National Science Foundation (NS )-sponsured reo earch seismic surveys on the RJV 
Afarcus G. Langseth (Langseth) and the RlV A1elville (Melville) (by L-DEO and SIO) in 
the Pacific Dc an (i.e., otfthe coast of Chile, Shatsky Rise, Line Islands. Commonwealth 
of the Northern Mariana Islands, and the northeast Pacific offthc cast or Washington 
and Oregon. In pring, summer, and faIl of20l l , NSF and USGS sponsored seismic 
surveys onboard the Langseth in the Eastern Tropical Pacific (ETP), central Gulf of 
Alaska (GOA), western GOA, Bering Sea, Chukchi Sea, and Line Islands. Two NSF
sponsored seismic surveys onboarcl the Langseth occUlTed in the NOithwest Pacitic 
Ocean area (i .e., Shatsky Rise) in the summer of2010 and in the eastern tropical Pacific 
(ETP) off of Costa Rica in April, 2011, and two other NSF -sponsored low-energy seismic 
surveys took place on th R/V Thomas G. Thompson in the western tropical Pacific in the 
winter 01'201 1 and on the ~Melville in the ETP in the fall 01'201 0. L-DEO, niversity of 
Alaska FaiIbanks, Rice Uni ersity, and SID have conducted seismic surveys in the 
Pacific and Atlantic Ocean in 2008, 2009, and 2010. 

Other past present, and reasonably foreseeable fu ture activities that are likely to alTect 
the human environment il1 the nor lem Gulf or Mexico include oil and gas expJoration, 
production, and decommission; impacts or the Deepwater Horizon oil spill and associated 
clean-up and restoration activities; shippin r; recreational boating: comm rcial and 
recreational fishing: and military readiness training actlvities. Since January, 2012, the 
Bmeau of Ocean Energy Management (BOEM) has is ued p rrnits for 24 seismic surveys 
in the Gulf of Mexico. Of these 24 seismic sur eys. 9 are currently active and conducting 
data acquisition operations. BOEM has ap )lications pending for 7 other seismic surveys 



in the GuJf of Mexico. NMFS do~s not b lit: e the effects oftills action combined wilh 
effects from th oth r surveys to result in cumulalive, dverse effects. 

As described in the EA, anthropogenic <lci"vitic_ such as ongoing oil and gas xploration. 
development and production, existing oil and gas infra truetuf . commercial fishing, 
Iternat energy d velopment, military readiness training and operations, marine essel 

traffic, scientific research, recreation and toun ill, and marine mining and disposal areas 
could adversely afD ct marine mammals and sea turtles in the surve area. However. 
airgun sounds are pulses (i .e., intennitlent) and will be carried out for onl appro, 'imat ly 
8 days during the program, in contrast to those from other sources that ocur 
continuously over extended period-,> of time (e.g., vess 1 noise). USGS's airgtUl 
operations are unlikely to cau e any large-. cale or prolonged effects. Thu , the seismic 
survey will add little to activities ill the proposed eismic survey area, lake f only smaU 
munbers of each species by beha ioraJ dist"urban e are proposed to be autl rized, and no 
injury, serious injury, or mortality lS anticipat d or proposed to be authorized. 

Because of the relatively short time that the project area will be ensonified, NMFS 
anticipates that the proposed action will not result in cumulati e adverse effects that 
could have a substantial etfect on any species, such as c taceans in the area (see 
responses to que tions 4 and 9 above). . he survey would aJso not be expected to have a 
substantial cumulati 'e effect on any sea turtles, fi h. 0 invertebrate spocies. Although 
some loss of fish and other marine life might oc ur as a result of being in close proximity 
to the seismic airguns, this loss is not expected to be significant. Additionally, adult fish 
near seismic operations are likely to avoid the immediate vicinity of the source due to 
hearing the sounds at gr ater distances, thereby avoiding injury. Due to tne relati ely 
short time that seismic operations will be conducted in the area (approximately 15 days, 
including approximately 8 days of ai rgun peratlons), small sound source, avoidance 
behavior by marine mammals in the activity area, and impl mentation ofrequired 
monilorinf, and miti gation measures, NMF does not anticipate that the proposed action 
will result in cumulative adverse effects that could have a substantial elIect on marine 
mammals or other mann species. Therefore, the proposed action is not expected to 
contribute to or resull in a cumulati eJy siguiiicant impact t marine mammals or other 
m nne resources. 
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DETERMINATION 

In view of the information present d in this d CLlment and the anaJysis contained in 
USGS' s supporting EA. NMFS determined that the issuance of an IHA for th take, by 
Level B harassment, of smail numbers of mariJL mammals il cidental to USGS's April to 
May 2013 , seismic survey in the deep ater of the Gulf of Mexico',: ill not significantly 
impact the qualjty of the hlLman en ironment, as described above and in the EA. In 
addition, all beneficial and advers impacts of the proposed action have be n addressed t 
reach the conclusion of no significant impacts. ccordingly, preparation of an 
EnvLronmentallmpact Statement for this a t i n i..<; not necessary. 

Date 
Acting Director 
Office of Protected Resources 
National Marine Fisheries Service 

~" Helen M. Golde 
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