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Scientific Panel Completes Preliminary Report on Haro Strait Porpoise
Investigation

NOAA Fisheries today released a prelimnary report on the

i nvestigation of the |arge nunber of harbor porpoise strandi ngs

that occurred last spring in Washington around the tinme that the
U. S. Navy gui ded-m ssile destroyer USS Shoup was conducting m d-
range sonar exercises in Haro Strait. A scientific panel

i nvestigated the possible causes of death of 11 harbor porpoi ses
and did not find any definitive evidence of acoustic trauma that
could be Iinked to sonar fromthe Navy operation.

The 60-page prelimnary report is being nmade avail able for
scientific review. NOAA Fisheries is an agency of the Conmerce
Departnent’s National Oceanic and Atnospheric Adm ni stration.

The 14-person investigation team which included veterinarians,
pat hol ogi sts, bi ol ogists and an expert in porpoise ear anatony,
was convened | ast July by NOAA Fisheries to investigate the
abnormal Iy hi gh nunber of harbor porpoise strandings in My of
2003. The tim ng of the strandings coincided with reports of
altered mari ne mammal behavior during a May 5 sonar exercise by
t he Shoup.

Fol l owi ng three days of extensive forensic exam nations of the
carcasses and hi gh-resol ution conputer tonography (CT) scanning
at a local nedical facility last July, tissue sanples were sent
to | aboratories in Canada and the United States for a variety of
studi es, including chem cal contam nation, disease and parasites.
The scientific teamthen anal yzed the detailed data fromthe
necropsi es and CT scans in determning the possible cause of
death for each ani mal
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The panel determ ned the cause of death for five of the

por poi ses. Two had died of “blunt-force trauma,” a termthat
could include ship strikes or natural injury fromcom ng ashore
or being struck by another animal. Illness, such as peritonitis
and pneunonia, was inplicated in the deaths of the other three.
No cause of death could be determ ned for the renaining six

ani mal s.

The physi cal exam nations and subsequent anal yses were difficult,
the team sai d, because of the advanced degree of deconposition of
nost of the carcasses.

Al though the teamsaid it could not find evidence of acoustic
trauma in any of the animals, it cautioned that |esions
“consistent with acoustic trauma” can be difficult to interpret
in animals with nore advanced post-nortem deconposition, like the
ones the teamexamned. It said the possibility of acoustic
trauma exacerbating or conpounding the conditions that it found
“cannot be excluded” in any of the animals.

The prelimnary report will be available for scientific review
and comrent for 30 days. NOAA Fisheries expects to publish a
final report in April.

The prelimnary report is avail able at ww. nw . noaa. gov.
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