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n January 2005, more than three dozen whales
of three different species stranded themselves
on beaches in North Carolina. Over two days,
34 pilot whales, two dwarf sperm whales, and
a newborn minke whale became stuck along
the sandy shore. Every animal died.

The reasons why marine mammals beach themselves
are not clear, but a number of environmental activists con-
tend that the animals in North Carolina were victims of
U.S. Navy tests. The Navy was using sonar; a technology
that employs sound waves to detect objects underwater,
in the regions where the beachings happened.

Such beachings may be the most visible sign of what
is usually an invisible phenomenon: underwater ocean

Kids in the Bahamas
reach out to touch a
whale that beached
on the same day in
2000 that the U.S.
Navy was testing
sonar in the area.

Is underwater noise harming
sea creatures—and driving whales
onto beaches?

noise. “The problem of ocean noise has really popped
up on a lot of people’s radars in the last 10 years,” says
Michael Jasny, a lawyer for the Natural Resources
Defense Council (NRDC).

NOISY NEIGHBORS
From the shore, the ocean may seem quiet. But beneath
the waves is a world of sound. Whales sing. Earthquakes
roar. And over the last hundred years, humans have
increasingly intruded with their noisy machines.

Ships make most of the noise. Jasny says the noisiest
are the huge shipping vessels that carry oil, food, and
manufactured goods between ports all over the world.
The giant boats have huge propellers that churn the water
and cause cavitation, the formation of millions of tiny
bubbles that immediately collapse, making a loud hiss.

People also make sound to “see” long distances
underwater. The Navy uses sonar to look for foreign
submarines. Oil companies use air guns to look for oil
beneath the ocean floor. In both cases, the sonar equip-
ment transmits a loud sound, and a receiver listens
for the echo. Different patterns in the reflected sound
indicate what lurks in the dark depths.
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