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President Barack Obama 
The White House 
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW 
Washington, DC 20500 
 
Dear President Obama: 
 
We write to urge you to address anthropogenic ocean noise, a growing threat to whales and other 
marine life, in your new National Oceans Policy.   
 
We applaud the recognition of the threats facing ocean health detailed in your June 12th 
Presidential Memorandum and welcome your initiative to develop timely strategies to halt and 
reverse damage to the marine environment.  One threat not highlighted, and one we believe is 
largely curable, is the rising level of noise in the sea, which amplifies the problems already faced 
by ocean life.     
 
The ocean is a world of sound.  Animals such as whales, dolphins, and fish depend on hearing 
for communicating, foraging, finding mates, detecting predators, and maintaining family and 
social groups.  Human activity is rapidly altering the ocean’s natural acoustic habitats.  Industrial 
and commercial underwater noise propagates over enormous distances, affecting millions of 
square miles of ocean.  For example, background noise at the same low frequencies vital to many 
marine species has increased 100-fold in some locations over the last 50 years.  This growing fog 
of noise is shrinking the perceptual world of whales and other marine life, undermining their 
ability to “see” with sound.  Chronic noise exposure is a recently recognized, largely hidden 
threat that can reduce long-term survival rates, while exposure to loud noise can result in injury, 
and even death in certain circumstances. Today few places in the world’s oceans remain free of 
noises from human activities. 
 
An international, multi-disciplinary group of scientists and resource managers gathered in 
Monterey, California, in August 2009, to discuss ways to manage the cumulative impacts of 
noise and other threats to whales and other marine life.  We, the undersigned participants of this 
workshop, believe that reducing ocean noise is an achievable goal that will help marine life cope 
with less tractable threats such as climate change. 



Unlike other ocean contaminants, noise does not remain in the environment for very long after 
the source is removed (although some effects may linger), and it is often produced 
unintentionally.  Most major noise sources, including propeller noise from large commercial 
ships and seismic pulses used in oil and gas exploration, can be reduced and still produce the 
public benefits desired.  This can be achieved through operational measures and the application 
of technologies that are currently, or very soon to be, commercially available. Many noise 
sources can also be effectively mitigated through marine spatial planning.  Federally mandated 
reductions will help fulfill agency obligations under the Endangered Species Act, Marine 
Mammal Protection Act, and other statutes, and expedite the recovery of endangered and 
threatened species.     
 
Therefore we urge you to ensure, as an element of the new National Oceans Policy, that no net 
increase in ambient noise occurs in U. S. coastal waters and that a schedule be established to 
realize substantial reductions in ocean noise by 2020. 
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cc:  Gary Locke, Secretary of Commerce 

Ken Salazar, Secretary of Interior 
Nancy Sutley, Chair, Interagency Ocean Policy Task Force 
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Natural Resources Committee 
Rep. Henry Brown, Jr., Ranking Member, Insular Affairs, Oceans and Wildlife Subcommittee, 
House Natural Resources Committee 


