
 
 
August 11, 2025 
 
Submitted Electronically 
 
Ben Laws, Incidental Take Program Supervisor  
Permits and Conservation Division, Office of Protected Resources  
National Marine Fisheries Service 
 
RE: Taking and Importing Marine Mammals; Taking Marine Mammals Incidental to U.S. 
Navy Operations of Surveillance Towed Array Sensor System Low Frequency Active Sonar 
in the Western and Central North Pacific Ocean and Eastern Indian Ocean 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 
Turtle Island Restoration Network (TIRN) is an active 501(c)3 non-profit organization whose 
mission is to mobilize people in local communities around the world to protect marine wildlife 
and the oceans and inland watersheds that sustain them. TIRN has remained a leading force in 
the protection and recovery of endangered and threatened species, driven by a long-standing 
commitment to preserving a healthy, blue-green planet for future generations. As an 
environmental non-profit organization with over three decades of experience, TIRN engages in 
science-based advocacy, habitat restoration, legal action, and public education to safeguard 
marine wildlife and their ecosystems. TIRN’s work focuses on species like sea turtles, sharks, 
and whales, many of which are directly affected by the commercial fishing industry. Through 
hands-on conservation, policy, grassroots advocacy, and litigation, TIRN works to ensure 
vulnerable species have a voice.  
 
On April 6, 2025, the U.S. Navy submitted a request to the National Marine Fisheries Service 
(NMFS) for authorization to incidentally take marine mammals during training and testing 
activities using SURTASS LFA sonar in parts of the Pacific and Indian Oceans. These activities 
could result in both Level A and Level B harassment of marine mammals. After revisions and 
further discussions, the Navy submitted a final version of the application, which NMFS deemed 
complete on July 1, 2025. The Navy is requesting a seven-year authorization starting in August 
2026. This would be the fifth time NMFS has issued such regulations under the Marine Mammal 
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Protection Act (MMPA) for these sonar operations, with previous authorizations dating back to 
2002. A temporary exemption from MMPA requirements was granted in 2017 for national 
defense reasons, lasting until 2019 or until new regulations were issued.  
 
TIRN urges NMFS to deny the authorization request from the Navy to incidentally take 
marine mammals during training and testing activities using SURTASS LFA sonar in parts 
of the Pacific and Indian Oceans. 
 
The Navy’s proposal to continue and expand the use of SURTASS LFA sonar aboard T-AGOS 
ships in the Pacific and Indian Oceans raises significant concerns due to the potential risks to 
marine mammals. Although the reported 1,100 sonar hours per year is framed as a recalculation 
rather than an increase in activity, the intense low-frequency sounds used by these systems can 
travel vast distances underwater and may disrupt the behavior, communication, and migration of 
sensitive species. Despite proposed mitigation measures, the Navy’s continued reliance on 
high-intensity sonar in ecologically important areas poses serious threats to marine life, 
particularly in offshore biologically important areas (OBIAs) and near coastlines. Two marine 
mammal species managed by NMFS even have designated critical habitat within the Study Area: 
the Hawaiian monk seal (Monachus schauinslandi) and the Main Hawaiian Islands insular false 
killer whale (Pseudorca crassidens). Additionally, the Study Area overlaps with the Hawaiian 
Islands Humpback Whale National Marine Sanctuary (NMS), Papahānaumokuākea NMS, and a 
portion of the proposed Pacific Islands Heritage NMS, which includes Wake Atoll, Johnston 
Atoll, and parts of Kingman Reef and Palmyra Atoll. 
 
Numerous marine mammal species are listed as occurring within the SURTASS LFA Sonar 
Study Area, including several whose stocks are considered depleted under the MMPA. These 
include the following species in the table below: 
 

Marine Mammal Species Scientific Name MMPA Status 

Blue whale/Pygmy blue 
whale 

Balaenoptera musculus Depleted 

Fin whale Balaenoptera physalus Depleted 

Humpback whale 
Western North Pacific DPS 

 
Megaptera novaeangliae 

Depleted 

North Pacific right whale Eubalaena japonica Depleted 

Sei whale Balaenoptera borealis Depleted 

Sperm whale Physeter macrocephalus Depleted 
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False killer whale 
Main Hawaiian Islands 

Insular DPS 

Pseudorca crassidens Depleted 

Hawaiian monk seal Neomonachus schauinslandi Depleted 

 
The conduct of military testing, particularly in marine protected areas, undermines the very 
purpose of these sanctuaries, which are designated to conserve biodiversity, promote ecosystem 
resilience, and provide refuge for vulnerable and endangered species. The use of LFA sonar 
within or adjacent to MPAs risks compromising habitat integrity through acoustic pollution and 
physical disturbance, and contradicts national and international conservation objectives. Marine 
protected areas are established to limit harmful human activity, yet high-intensity sonar testing 
introduces a known stressor into these fragile ecosystems, eroding the ecological benefits these 
areas are intended to provide. Critical areas, like the Hawaiian Islands Humpback Whale 
National Marine Sanctuary provides a safe haven for humpback whales. Allowing the use of 
sonar during testing operations in this area can have adverse impacts on the humpback whale 
population. 
 
The inclusion of Level A and Level B harassment in the Navy’s proposed activities is especially 
troubling when applied to depleted stocks. Level A harassment, which includes injury to marine 
mammals, including permanent hearing loss, and Level B harassment, which entails behavioral 
disturbance like displacement from feeding or breeding areas, pose heightened risks to already 
vulnerable populations. By definition, depleted stocks lack the resilience to absorb further losses 
or sublethal stress. Disrupting feeding, communication, or reproductive behavior in these animals 
exacerbates population declines and delays recovery, directly contradicting the conservation 
goals of the MMPA and other applicable regulations. 
 
When Level A or B harassment is authorized in the presence of depleted stocks, the 
precautionary principle should apply: the burden of proof should lie with the activity proponent 
to demonstrate that impacts are negligible, reversible, and avoidable, standards that 
high-powered sonar systems often fail to meet. The cumulative and synergistic effects of sonar 
use, vessel traffic, and other anthropogenic stressors in critical habitats and MPAs compound the 
threats faced by these populations, making even short-term disturbances potentially 
consequential. 
 
The Navy’s proposal to continue SURTASS LFA sonar operations in or near designated marine 
protected areas, and its potential to harm depleted marine mammal populations through Level A 
and B harassment, represents a significant threat to ocean health and biodiversity. Alternatives 
that avoid critical habitats, reduce sonar intensity, or limit operational time frames should be 
prioritized to ensure that national security objectives do not come at the expense of irreplaceable 
marine ecosystems and species recovery efforts.  
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Thank you for your consideration,  
 

    
           Elizabeth Purcell 
Environmental Policy Coordinator 
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