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1 INTRODUCTION 

This annual report is a requirement of the Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA) Final Rule (50 CFR 

218 Subpart X) (NOAA, 2019b) and the Letter of Authorization (NOAA,2019a) (Appendix A) as well as the 

Endangered Species Act (ESA) Incidental Take Statement (ITS) (NMFS, 2019) for Surveillance Towed 

Array Sensor System Low Frequency Active (SURTASS LFA) sonar systems onboard United States (US) 

Navy ocean surveillance ships for training and testing activities conducted under the authority of the 

Secretary of the Navy. This report provides an unclassified summary of SURTASS LFA1 sonar use during 

training and testing activities and associated mitigation monitoring conducted in the western and 

central North Pacific Ocean and eastern Indian Ocean during the annual effective period from August 12, 

2019 through August 11, 2020. SURTASS LFA sonar systems are currently onboard four vessels: the US 

Naval Ship (USNS) VICTORIOUS (Tactical Auxiliary General Ocean Surveillance [T-AGOS] 19), USNS ABLE 

(T-AGOS 20) (Figure 1), USNS EFFECTIVE (T-AGOS 21), and USNS IMPECCABLE (T-AGOS 23). 

The sonar signals transmitted by the four 

SURTASS LFA sonar systems range between the 

frequencies of 100 and 500 Hertz (Hz) with each 

of the 18 LFA sonar array projectors 

transmitting sounds with the source level (SL) of 

no more than 215 decibels (dB) relative to 1 

micro Pascal at 1 meter (m) (dB re 1 µPa @ 1 m) 

(root mean square [rms]) at a maximum duty 

cycle of 20 percent. During years 1 through 4 of 

the seven-year LOA period (i.e., August 12, 2019 

through August 11, 2023), LFA sonar 

transmissions from all SURTASS LFA sonar 

vessels, regardless of the number of vessels, 

may not exceed 496 hours (hr) per year. In years 

5 through 7 of the LOA (August 12, 2023 

through August 11, 2026), the number of LFA 

sonar transmit hours may not exceed 592 hr per 

year for all vessels, regardless of the number of vessels. In this, Year 1 of the LOA period, a total of 496 

LFA sonar transmit hours were authorized for all training and testing activities using SURTASS LFA sonar.  

To provide greater geographic context for the marine mammals potentially occurring in the western and 

central North Pacific Ocean and eastern Indian Ocean areas in which SURTASS LFA sonar may be used 

for training and testing activities (Figure 2), the Navy has selected 15 nominal, representative geographic 

areas, which are the same geographic areas used to model and assess potential acoustic impacts on 

marine mammals (Table 1). During training and testing activities using SURTASS LFA sonar, the Navy is 

approved to take marine mammals in these areas by MMPA Level B incidental harassment. To mitigate 

the potential for harassment of any kind during LFA sonar training or testing activities, the Navy 

conducts visual, passive acoustic (using the SURTASS array), and active acoustic (using the high 

frequency marine mammal monitoring [HF/M3] sonar system) monitoring of the mitigation zone (2,000 

 

1 In this annual report, “SURTASS LFA sonar systems” is inclusive of both the LFA and compact LFA (CLFA) sonar systems, both 

having similar acoustic transmission characteristics. 

Figure 1. SURTASS LFA Sonar Vessel, the 
USNS ABLE (T-AGOS 20). 
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Figure 2. Location of Geographic Area in the Western and Central North Pacific and Eastern Indian Oceans in 
which the Navy may use SURTASS LFA Sonar for Training and Testing Activities as well as the Representative 

Geographic Model Areas.  
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Table 1. Fifteen Nominal Geographic Marine Areas 
Used for Acoustic Impact Modeling for SURTASS LFA 

Sonar Activities in the Central and Western North 
Pacific and Eastern Indian Oceans. 

Model Area SURTASS LFA Mission/Model Area 

Western North Pacific Ocean 

1 East of Japan 

2 North Philippine Sea 

3 West Philippine Sea 

4 Offshore Guam 

5 Sea of Japan 

6 East China Sea 

7 South China Sea 

8 Offshore Northwest Pacific (25° to 40° N) 

9 Offshore Northwest Pacific (10° to 25° N) 

15 Northeast of Japan 

Central North Pacific Ocean 

10 Hawaii North 

11 Hawaii South 

Indian Ocean 

12 Arabian Sea 

13 Andaman Sea 

14 Northwest of Australia 

 

yards [yd]; 1.8 kilometers [km]) surrounding the transmitting LFA sonar array for the presence of marine 

mammals and sea turtles. 

This required unclassified, annual report of training and testing activities using SURTASS LFA sonar 

summarizes the quarterly training and testing activities using LFA sonar conducted in the central and 

western North Pacific Ocean and eastern Indian Ocean during the annual period from 12 August 2019 

through 11 August 2020, including the results of mitigation monitoring. A separate, classified annual 

report has also been prepared that additionally provides the dates, times, and locations of the LFA sonar 

training and testing events conducted during the annual period and estimates of the percentage of 

marine mammal stocks affected by the transmissions of LFA sonar during the annual period. 

2 SUMMARY OF 2019 TO 2020 SURTASS LFA SONAR TRAINING AND TESTING 

ACTIVITY AND ASSOCIATED MITIGATION MONITORING 

During the 2019 to 2020 annual LOA period, the Navy conducted one training activity using SURTASS LFA 

sonar in the western North Pacific Ocean, which resulted in a total of 11.1 hr of LFA sonar transmissions 

over 7.9 days, which is less than the authorized number of annual LFA sonar transmit hours (Table 2). 
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Table 2. Summary of the Training and Testing Activities Using SURTASS LFA Sonar and Associated Mitigation Monitoring 
from August 2019 to August 2020 on all LFA Sonar Vessels. 

SURTASS LFA Sonar Vessel 

Number of 
LFA Sonar 
Training/ 

Testing Events 

Total 
Event 
Days 

LFA Sonar 
Transmit 

Hours (hr) 

Visual 
Monitoring 
Detections 

Active 
Acoustic 
(HF/M3) 

Detections 

Passive 
Acoustic 

Detections in 
Mitigation 

Zone 

LFA Sonar 
Shutdowns/ 

Suspensions Due 
to Mitigation 
Monitoring 

Protocol 

USNS VICTORIOUS (T-AGOS 19) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

USNS ABLE (T-AGOS 20) 1 7.9 11.1 0 6 0 8 

USNS EFFECTIVE (T-AGOS 21) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

USNS IMPECCABLE (T-AGOS 23) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 1 7.9 11.1 0 6 0 82 

 

2 Six of the LFA sonar shutdowns were due to HF/M3 detections, but the additional two LFA sonar shutdowns were due to temporary loss of mitigation 
monitoring systems. 
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Per mitigation monitoring protocol for SURTASS LFA sonar, LFA sonar transmissions were 

suspended/delayed eight times during the training event due to six detections by active acoustic 

(HF/M3) monitoring of possible marine mammals or sea turtles within the LFA mitigation zone and to 

two temporary losses of a mitigation system. No visual or passive acoustic detections of marine 

mammals in the mitigation zone were made during the one training event. Although no passive acoustic 

detections of vocalizing marine mammals were made within the mitigation zone for LFA sonar, 15 

passive acoustic detections of vocalizing marine mammals were received and evaluated to represent 

marine mammals located outside the mitigation zone. Accordingly, these 15 passive acoustic detections 

of vocalizing marine mammals did not result in suspensions or delays of LFA sonar transmissions.  

2.1 USNS VICTORIOUS (T-AGOS 19) 

The USNS VICTORIOUS conducted no training or testing activities using LFA sonar during the annual 

August 2019 to August 2020 period. 

2.2 USNS ABLE (T-AGOS 20) 

The USNS ABLE conducted one training activity in the western North Pacific Ocean during the third 

quarter (12 February to 11 May 2020) of the annual LOA period. LFA sonar was transmitted for 11.1 hr 

(Table 2) during the 7.9-day training event. During the ABLE’s one training event, no visual or passive 

acoustic detections of marine animals were reported within the LFA mitigation zone, but six active 

acoustic (HF/M3) detections resulted in suspensions/delays of LFA sonar transmissions, per mitigation 

monitoring protocol for SURTASS LFA sonar. Two additional suspensions/ delays of LFA sonar 

transmissions were due to the temporary loss of mitigation monitoring systems. Although no marine 

mammal vocalizations were detected within the LFA mitigation zone, 15 passive acoustic detections of 

marine mammal vocalizations were captured by SURTASS that were evaluated to be beyond the extent 

of the mitigation zone; two of the marine mammal vocalizations were identified as Bryde’s whales. The 

classified annual report includes additional details about the ABLE’s training event. 

2.3 USNS EFFECTIVE (T-AGOS 21) 

The USNS EFFECTIVE conducted no training or testing activities using LFA sonar during the annual August 

2019 to August 2020 period. 

2.4 USNS IMPECCABLE (T-AGOS 23) 

The USNS IMPECCABLE conducted no training or testing activities using LFA sonar during the annual 

August 2019 to August 2020 period. 

3 SUMMARY OF 2019 TO 2020 MITIGATION, MONITORING, AND REPORTING 

FOR SURTASS LFA SONAR TRAINING AND TESTING ACTIVITIES 

3.1 MITIGATION AND MONITORING≤ 

As required in the 2019 LOA and ITS for SURTASS LFA sonar, the mitigation and monitoring measures of 

visual, passive acoustic, and active acoustic monitoring were implemented during the training event. 

These mitigation and monitoring measures were conducted by civilian and military personnel onboard
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the USNS ABLE during the 11.1 hr of LFA sonar transmissions during the one 2019 to 2020 training 

event. Civilian observers on the bridge of the USNS ABLE monitored the sea surface during daylight 

hours of the training event for marine mammals or sea turtles. When LFA sonar was transmitting during 

the training event, military sonar operators and technicians monitored the HF/M3 sonar and the 

SURTASS passive systems for the presence of marine mammals or sea turtles within the LFA mitigation 

zone. Six HF/M3 detections of possible marine mammals or sea turtles led to the suspension or delay of 

LFA sonar transmissions. Although no marine mammal vocalizations were detected by SURTASS within 

the mitigation zone, 15 marine mammal vocalizations were detected in waters evaluated to lie beyond 

the mitigation zone extent (i.e., 2,000-yd [1.8-km), two of which were identified as Bryde’s whales. The 

HF/M3 sonar system was ramped up prior to use according to the mitigation monitoring protocol for 

SURTASS LFA sonar and was operated continuously during LFA sonar training transmissions. 

In addition to these mitigation monitoring measures within the LFA mitigation zone and associated shut-

down procedures, the Navy also employs the following mitigation measures: 

• transmission of SURTASS LFA sonar such that no received levels (RLs) ≥180 dB re 1 µPa (rms) (sound 

pressure level [SPL]) occur in coastal waters within 12 nmi (22 km) of emergent land or within 0.54 

nmi (1 km) of any offshore biologically important area (OBIA) boundary during biologically important 

seasons; 

• use of no more than 25 percent of the authorized amount of SURTASS LFA sonar for training and 

testing activities within 10 nmi (18.5 km) of any single OBIA during any year; 

• transmission of SURTASS LFA sonar such that RLs =145 dB re 1 µPa (rms) (SPL) would not occur at 

known recreational or commercial dive sites unless the following conditions are met: should 

national security present a requirement to transmit SURTASS LFA sonar during training or testing 

activities such that exposure at known recreational or commercial dive sites may exceed RLs =145 

dB re 1 µPa (rms) (SPL), naval units would obtain permission from the appropriate designated 

Command authority prior to commencement of the activity. Prior to conducting training or testing 

activities, the designated Command authority shall conduct a risk assessment, considering the 

potential for exposure to SURTASS LFA sonar by divers. 

OBIAs are marine areas where marine mammals conduct biologically important behaviors such as 

breeding, calving, foraging, or migration, either seasonally or year-round. The Navy developed the OBIA 

approach as a mitigation measure to further protect marine mammals when they are performing critical 

biological behaviors in specific marine areas. An effective period is associated with each OBIA, and it is 

only during this period that the Navy constrains LFA sonar transmission’s RLs to ≤180 dB re 1 µPa (rms) 

(SPL] within 0.54 nmi (1 km) of an OBIA’s geographic boundary. The Navy and the National Marine 

Fisheries Service (NMFS) have designated 39 OBIAs globally, 13 of which are located in the 

training/testing activity area for SURTASS LFA sonar in the western and central North Pacific and eastern 

Indian oceans (Table 3).  

3.1.1 Visual Observer Training 

Training, either in-person or by video, of the civilian bridge crews that conduct visual monitoring 

onboard SURTASS LFA sonar vessels is both a mitigation as well as a monitoring requirement of the LOA 

and ITS for SURTASS LFA sonar use during training/testing activities. The Navy has mandated an 

additional training requirement for the civilian crews that function as lookouts and 
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Table 3. Offshore Biologically Important Areas (OBIAs) for SURTASS LFA Sonar Located Within the Training and Testing Activity 
Area of the Western and Central North Pacific and Eastern Indian Oceans and Their Annual Period of Effectiveness.  

OBIA 
Numb
er 

OBIA Name Water Body/Location 
Relevant Marine Mammal 

Species 
Annual Effective Seasonal 

Period 

1 Main Hawaiian Islands Central North Pacific Humpback whale November to April 

2 Northwestern Hawaiian Islands Central North Pacific Humpback whale December to April 

3 Marianas Islands Western North Pacific Humpback whale February to April 

4 Ryukyu‐Philippines Western North Pacific Humpback whale January to April 

5 Ogasawara Islands—Sperm Whale Western North Pacific Sperm whale June to September 

6 
Ogasawara‐Kazan Islands—
Humpback Whale 

Western North Pacific Humpback whale December to May 

7 Honshu Western North Pacific Gray whale January to May 

8 Southeast Coastal Kamchatka Western North Pacific 
Humpback, fin, Western North 
Pacific gray, and North Pacific 

right whales 
June to September 

9 Gulf of Thailand Eastern Indian Ocean Bryde’s whale April to November 

10 Western Australia—Blue Whale Eastern Indian Ocean Blue (pygmy) whale May to November 

11 Southern Bali Eastern Indian Ocean 
Bryde’s, sei, humpback, Omura’s, 

and sperm whales 
October to November 

12 Swatch-of-No-Ground (SoNG) Northern Bay of Bengal Bryde’s whale Year-round 

13 Sri Lanka Eastern Indian Ocean Blue (pygmy) and sperm whales October to April 
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visual monitors onboard each SURTASS LFA sonar vessel to annually train using the Navy’s Marine 

Species Awareness Training (MSAT) video. 

The LOA requires that marine mammal biologists qualified in conducting at-sea marine mammal visual 

monitoring from surface vessels train the ship’s lookouts to detect and identify, if possible, marine 

mammals (and sea turtles). An additional LOA training requirement is for the civilian lookouts to be 

trained to quickly and effectively communicate information about their marine mammal observations 

within their command structure so that the protective measure of shutting down or delaying LFA sonar 

transmissions can be swiftly implemented.  

During the 2019 to 2020 LOA annual period, one in-person training of the civilian visual observers of one 

SURTASS LFA sonar vessel was conducted when the ship was in its homeport. The in-person visual 

training was conducted onboard the USNS EFFECTIVE (T-AGOS 21) by a Marine Acoustics, Inc. (MAI) 

senior marine mammal scientists. During the training, nine of the civilian bridge crew that would act as 

visual observers, including the ship’s captain, were trained in overall visual mitigation procedures and 

those specific to SURTASS LFA sonar training and testing events. The crew were also trained on how to 

recognize and identify the potentially occurring marine mammal and sea turtle species and the 

importance of swiftly and accurately communicating information about visual detections to the senior 

bridge officer. 

Due to the constraints of the in-port availability of the SURTASS LFA sonar vessels and their civilian 

bridge crews as well as the unique travel restrictions and quarantine requirements imposed on foreign 

travel due to the 2020 COVID pandemic, no additional visual trainings were conducted between January 

and August 2020. However, visual training materials, marine mammal identification guides, and a copy 

of the MSAT video were available onboard each SURTASS LFA sonar vessel. During the annual 2019 to 

2020 LOA period, the civilian crews of all four LFA sonar vessels completed the Navy’s annual MSAT 

video training. 

To ensure the civilian crews of all SURTASS LFA sonar vessels maintain their visual training competence, 

the Military Sealift Command has determined the best process for delivering electronic versions of the 

visual training materials to all SURTASS LFA sonar vessels. Packets of updated electronic visual training 

materials, including the more recent version of the MSAT video, will be sent to each of the four SURTASS 

LFA sonar vessels by the end of calendar year 2020, for delivery to the ships when they are in port.  

3.1.2 Passive Acoustic Training 

A mitigation monitoring condition of the LOA and ITS requires the Navy to use the passive SURTASS 

array to monitor for the presence of marine mammal by detecting vocalizing cetaceans. To ensure that 

the military crew sonar-operators are capable of detecting and differentiating marine mammal 

vocalizations from other biological, natural, and anthropogenic sound signals received by the SURTASS 

array, the Navy authorized passive acoustic trainings to be conducted by marine acousticians 

experienced in identifying and classifying marine mammal vocalization signals. An experienced MAI 

marine acoustician typically conducts two annual passive acoustic trainings of the military crews 

responsible for conducting passive acoustic monitoring as part of their sonar operator duties onboard 

the USNS VICTORIOUS, ABLE, EFFECTIVE, and IMPECCABLE during SURTASS LFA sonar training and 

testing activities. Additionally, the military crew of the USNS LOYAL, an USNS T-AGOS vessel outfitted 

only with SURTASS, also receives the passive acoustic training to increase their ability as sonar operators 

to distinguish biological sounds from mission-directed signals. These passive acoustic trainings are 
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conducted at the Naval Ocean Processing Facility (NOPF) Whidbey Island, WA where the SURTASS LFA 

sonar military crews receive their training. 

One passive acoustic training was conducted at NOPF Whidbey Island during the annual August 2019 to 

August 2020 period. Over two days in October 2019, 67 military crewmembers received passive acoustic 

training in detection and identification of marine mammal vocalizations, including species-specific 

characteristics for visual identification on spectrograms during passive acoustic monitoring. The training 

additionally included recommendations of the sonar display parameters that will facilitate the detection 

and identification of marine mammal species. However, during 2020, the passive acoustic training was 

similarly constrained by COVID-related travel restrictions and quarantine requirements for NOPF 

Whidbey Island, resulting in no passive acoustic trainings having been conducted between January and 

August 2020.  

However, to ensure that the military crews maintain their proficiency in passive acoustic detection and 

identification of marine mammal vocalizations, additional acoustic spectrograms of vocalizing cetaceans 

and other pertinent acoustic data have been compiled and along with updated passive acoustic training 

materials, will be sent to NOPF Whidbey Island where the materials will be converted by their 

educational department to enable individual training by the SURTASS sonar operators to safely be 

conducted. 

3.1.3 Monitoring to Increase Knowledge of Marine Mammals: Marine Mammal Monitoring (M3) 

Program 

The Marine Mammal Monitoring (M3) program is a monitoring component of the SURTASS LFA sonar 

program that uses acoustic data collected from the Navy’s fixed and mobile passive acoustic monitoring 

systems in the North Pacific and Atlantic oceans to enhance the Navy’s collection of long-term data on 

individual and population levels of acoustically active marine mammals, principally baleen whales. The 

acoustic data the M3 program observes, collects, and analyzes are electronically archived and used to 

prepare reports on the behavioral range of vocalizing whales (calling and singing) and on the influences 

of anthropogenic activities on whale behaviors. These collected data also enable the Navy to measure 

trends in oceanic ambient noise levels over ecologically meaningful ocean scales and time periods under 

varying ocean noise conditions. 

M3 program analysts have identified calls or transient acoustic signals from blue, fin, humpback, and 

minke whales in addition to sounds from Bryde’s, gray, sei, Omura’s, and sperm whales. Additionally, 

the M3 program has quantified the annual and inter‐annual variation in baleen whale singing behavior. 

Based on over 19 years of collected data, M3 program analysts can describe the typical seasonal 

patterns of acoustic activities for blue, fin, humpback, and minke whales. Acoustic data from over seven 

years provides insights into the seasonal acoustic and behavior patterns of three additional species of 

baleen whales (Bryde’s, gray, and sei whales) and one odontocete species (sperm whale). A large-scale 

collection of sounds, acoustic occurrence counts, and tracks at both individual and species levels for 

baleen whale and sperm whale is being assembled into a database, which will include increasingly 

detailed whale movement patterns that likely reflect migrations and possibly foraging.  

Details of the M3 Program accomplishments for calendar year 2020 are provided in the M3 annual 

report, but several highlights are described here for the first three quarters of calendar year 2020. To 
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date in 2020, M3 analysts generated 3,064 marine mammal tracks3 of six large cetacean species, which 

included one presumed hybrid whale individual, and over 23,491 positions of acoustically active marine 

mammals, principally of North Atlantic large whales (Table 4). Additionally, to date (through October) 

during the annual calendar period, the M3 analysts counted 270+ acoustic whale occurrences (four 

counts per day of seven species every 10 days) over ~30 total days of this period from eight Navy 

Integrated Underwater Sensor System (IUSS) sensors. The annual 2020 report of the M3 program 

provides further details on the marine mammal acoustic data collection. 

The M3 program’s collected data are classified, as are the data reports and products created by M3 

analysts, due to the inclusion of potentially sensitive national security information. The Navy assesses 

and analyzes M3 data collected from Navy passive acoustic monitoring systems and continues working 

to make some portion of that data, after appropriate security reviews, available to scientists with 

appropriate clearances, and ultimately to the public. The M3 program has had data declassified and 

produced one published scientific paper as well as provided declassified data on Western Pacific gray 

whale occurrences to an international scientific group. The M3 program currently has three scientific 

manuscripts based on M3 data that are in various stages of preparation. First, the 2016 Marine Mammal 

Acoustic Pilot Project final report, prepared for the Navy’s N45 Energy and Environmental Readiness 

Division, has been updated to prepare it for submission and publication in a peer-reviewed scientific 

journal, pending security review in the fourth quarter of 2020. A manuscript on the occurrences and 

movements of Western Pacific gray whales has been outlined with data being compiled and analyzed. 

Additional independent recordings of Western Pacific gray whales have been solicited and received from 

non-navy sources to bolster the M3 data on the Western Pacific gray whale. Furthermore, Eastern 

Pacific gray whale recordings have been downloaded from the Macaulay and Watkins Sound Libraries 

for comparison. M3 analysts are requesting declassification of any additional locations where gray 

whales have been detected. Finally, all available recordings of humpback whales, principally from the 

North Atlantic but some North Pacific recordings, have been assembled, and analysis has begun of 

humpback swimming and acoustic behavior that will be compiled into a manuscript on humpback whale 

swim speeds and acoustic (singing) behavior. 

3.1.3.1 Status of Ambient Noise Data 

A long-standing MMPA LOA and Final Rule monitoring and reporting requirement for the SURTASS LFA 

sonar program has been the collection of underwater ambient noise data from IUSS sensors, with the 

Navy to consider the feasibility of declassifying the collected ambient noise data and ultimately making 

some portion of the data publicly available for input into global ocean noise budgets. The majority of 

IUSS ambient noise data are cross-spectral matrix (CSM), data which are classified since they may 

contain national security information. The Navy continues to consider the feasibility of eventually 

making some portion of these classified ambient noise data available. 

Due to this ongoing interest and acknowledgment of the scientific need for additional ocean ambient 

noise data, M3 program analysts have derived ambient noise trend information from the Tactical 

Acoustic Intelligence Products Program (TAPP) data collected for their routine whale counts and tracks. 

Thus, North Atlantic ambient noise levels in four frequency bands have been measured every 10 days 

from eight IUSS sensors since January 2016 (Figures 3 to 10). For national security purposes, the eight 

IUSS sensors represented in the ambient noise data have been assigned a random identifier code. Also 

 

3 The term “track” refers to a time series of successive acoustic locations for the same acoustically active whale 
(i.e., an acoustic track). 
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Table 4. Acoustic Tracking and Geographic Positions of Marine Mammals Acquired to Date (October) in 
Calendar Year 2020 by the Marine Mammal Monitoring (M3) Program. 

 Acoustic Tracks Geographic Positions 

Marine Mammal Species* HW SW BW FW SP HYW HW SW BW FW SP HYW 

Quarter 1: North Atlantic 
Ocean 857 21 136 191 47  3,652 117 1,957 1,117 3,652  

Quarter 2: North Atlantic 
Ocean 

115 46 63 161 209  570 278 412 875 1,631  

Quarter 3: North Atlantic 
Ocean 

2 275 250 170 194 4 12 1,733 2,178 776 1,540 236 

 North Pacific   3      212    

Quarter 4: North Atlantic 
(October) 

11 107 79 83 38 2 48 846 806 434 260 149 

Totals (October 2020) 985 449 531 605 488 6 4,282 2,974 5,565 3,202 7,083 385 

* HW=humpback whale; SW=sei whale; BW=blue whale; FW=fin whale; SP=sperm whale; HYW=hybrid blue/fin whale 

+ Four counts/day of seven cetacean species from eight IUSS sensors for one day every 10 days or nine days/quarter 
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Figure 3. Trends in the January 2016 Through October 2020 Median Ambient Noise Data at 
IUSS Sensor x114. 

Figure 4. Trends in the January 2016 Through October 2020 Median Ambient Noise 
Data at IUSS Sensor x116. 
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Figure 5. Trends in the January 2016 Through October 2020 Median Ambient Noise Data at IUSS 
Sensor x411. 

Figure 6. Trends in the January 2016 Through October 2020 Median Ambient Noise Data at 
IUSS Sensor x413. 
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Figure 7. Trends in the January 2016 Through October 2020 Median Ambient Noise Data at 
IUSS Sensor x421. 

Figure 8. Trends in the January 2016 Through October 2020 Median Ambient Noise Data at 
IUSS Sensor x821. 
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Figure 9. Trends in the January 2016 Through October 2020 Median Ambient Noise Data at 
IUSS Sensor x1118. 

Figure 10. Trends in the January 2016 Through October 2020 Median Ambient Noise Data 
at IUSS Sensor x8242. 
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note that the amplitude values for the ambient noise data are spectral values reported by the Integrated 

Common Processor (ICP4) (1 Hz bandwidth). These unclassified data have not been corrected for any 

signal processing procedures that are incorporated into the ICP system. Therefore, the values are 

reported as decibels (dB)/Hz since the absolute values are not known. 

The nearly five years of compiled ambient noise data show an annual cycle in ambient noise levels, 

notably with ambient noise levels dropping from winter to spring. Also notable is that since February 

2020, when commercial shipping and recreational cruise travel restrictions related to the COVID 

pandemic began, the deep ocean ambient noise levels appear to be unchanged from previous levels. 

This contrasts with the widely reported decreases in ambient noise levels in near-shore waters during 

the COVID pandemic. 

3.2 REPORTING 

In years one through six of the LOA effective period, per the reporting provisions of the LOA for SURTASS 

LFA sonar training and testing, the Navy must prepare unclassified and classified annual reports that 

summarize the training and testing activities of each annual period, while in year seven, the Navy must 

submit a final comprehensive report that summarizes all training and testing activities over the seven-

year LOA period. This unclassified annual report as well as the associated classified annual report are 

prepared in accordance with the LOA reporting requirements. 

In accordance with the Notification and Reporting Plan for SURTASS LFA sonar, during the 2019 to 2020 

LOA period, no marine mammal stranding or milling events or ship strikes of marine mammals were 

reported by any of the SURTASS LFA sonar vessels. 

The last reporting requirement of SURTASS LFA sonar is that the Navy continue to assess the data 

collected by its “undersea arrays” (i.e., IUSS fixed and mobile assets) and work toward making some 

portion of those data, after appropriate security reviews, available to scientists with appropriate 

clearances. An assessment of a specific subset of classified acoustic data collected from the Navy’s 

passive underwater acoustic assets and intended for use in an M3 publication on marine mammals will 

be completed during the last quarter of this calendar year. Once the Navy deems the compiled data to 

be unclassified and suitable for release to the public, the report/paper based on those data will be 

finalized and is intended to be submitted for publication to a peer-reviewed scientific publication in the 

next calendar year. The Navy continues to assess the potential to release any of its collected classified 

ambient noise data. 
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APPENDIX A: AUGUST 2019 TO AUGUST 2026 LETTER OF AUTHORIZATION FOR 
OPERATION OF SURVEILLANCE TOWED ARRAY SENSOR SYSTEM LOW 

FREQUENCY ACTIVE (SURTASS LFA) SONAR DURING TRAINING AND TESTING 
ACTIVITIES 
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