
 
 

June 10, 2019 

 

Dan Burger 

Office of Ocean and Coastal Resource Management 

DHEC, 1362 McMillan Avenue, Suite 400 

Charleston, S.C., 29405 

 

Re: WesternGeco Seismic Testing Consistency Determination, Appl.# HNN=BMBP-F13KS 

 

The below comments are submitted on behalf of the South Carolina Wildlife Federation and its 

10,000 statewide supporters. 

 

This consistency review is an important opportunity for South Carolina to lead in the fight to 

protect our coastal zone from dangerous exploration and dirty drilling. Governor McMaster has 

been a vocal opponent and 100 percent of South Carolina’s coastal municipalities formally 

oppose offshore drilling activities. Our state is united in protecting its natural resources and way 

of life – we cannot let seismic blasting put it all at risk.   

 

Seismic testing uses powerful underwater air gun blasts, the sound equivalent of igniting a stick 

of dynamite every 10-16 seconds.  These sounds extend underwater for hundreds to thousands of 

miles from the blast.  Permit applications indicate that multiple companies would be conducting 

such surveys off of our coast continuously for periods of up to a year covering over 

approximately 9,000 linear miles of ocean including a large and encompassing area off of South 

Carolina’s coast. 

According to published literature studies, many marine organisms are highly dependent on sound 

for feeding, navigation, communication and reproduction. Research has shown that fish, 

invertebrates, and marine mammals show both physical harm and behavioral-pattern alteration 

from seismic blasts. Recent research also shows seismic blasts have devastating effects on 

zooplankton, a critical link in the marine food web.  Seismic blasts are harmful to the entire 

plethora of marine organisms from the base of the food web up through marine mammals. 

A recent stranding of close to 100 sea turtles of many different species was reported from Israel 

coastal areas in January of 2019. CT scans of live injured sea turtles revealed that 83% (19 of 23 

examined) showed symptoms of soft tissue trauma: pulmonary hemorrhage and accumulation of 



fluids in the middle ear  (Fig. 4).  Such symptoms are consistent with shock-wave trauma, 

suggesting a fatal exposure to a yet undetermined strong impulsive sound source, such as 

underwater explosions, on a significant level.
1
  They note that some seismic testing activity was 

occurring within range of the turtles’ migration patterns and further research was being done to 

verify the link. 

Relative to marine mammals, we are greatly concerned that in their Incidental Harassment (take) 

Authorizations (IHAs), NOAA routinely “buys down” impacts to marine mammals through 

mitigating actions like posting observers to spot whales and shut down seismic blasting while in 

their vicinity.  These are not particularly effective safeguards as the operations also occur at 

night, in fog and/or rain when visibility is low, and the level of sound that may affect behavior or 

loss of communication occurs far beyond effective visual distances. 

Additional concern has been raised by a recent study on bowhead whales (a close relative of our 

northern right whales) showing behavioral responses start at the 100dB noise level or one million 

times less (dB is measured on a logarithmic scale) than the 160dB threshold that NOAA 

Fisheries used in its IHA analysis, greatly underestimating the potential for harm and further 

weakening the “mitigating” visual search technique.  

It is critical that any certification, permitting or other authorizations required for seismic testing 

include a cumulative impact analysis.  In total, surveys could result in 906 days of round-the-

clock seismic activity within a one-year period over the same geographic area.  Inevitably marine 

organisms will at times be exposed to multiple air-gun activities at once and will probably 

experience some air-gun activity most days of the year.  

While the subject of this consistency review involves only the WesternGeco authorization, it is 

one of five geophysical companies seeking federal permits to conduct harmful exploration in a 

swath of the Atlantic twice the size of California, likely at the same time. WesternGeco was the 

last company to send a federal consistency determination request for seismic blasting off South 

Carolina’s coast, and any new science showing negative impacts to marine life from said activity 

and the cumulative impacts it would bolster should be fully considered before a decision is made.  

Our offshore areas contain a plethora of marine protected areas, special management zones, 

Habitat Areas of Particular Concern and newly discovered miles of deep-water coral reefs. These 

areas serve as critical spawning, feeding and nursery areas for our fisheries and are particularly 

subject to seismic disturbance. There is no doubt in our minds that the conductance of seismic 

tests in the Atlantic is the first step leading to drilling. If that occurs, there is not a marine 

protected area or other ecologically critical area that will be safe from drilling related leaks or oil 

spills. Impacts of a high scale to these resources translate to significant impacts to our coastal 

resources and recreational and economic interests. 

All offshore drilling activities including harmful seismic testing are inconsistent with coastal 

tourism, fishing, and recreation industries that rely on South Carolina’s clean and thriving 

                                                           
1 Levy, Yaniv & Aizenberg, Itzhak & Leader, Noam. (2019). Initial Account Of A Mass 

Stranding Event Of Sea Turtles On The Coast Of Israel-January 2019. 



waters.  There is nothing “consistent” about the impacts this would bring to our precious coastal 

resources. Accordingly, SCDHEC should conclude that this activity would not be consistent 

under the Coastal Zone Management Act.  

Sincerely yours, 

 
Sara Green 

Executive Director 

South Carolina Wildlife Federation 

215 Pickens Street 

Columbia, SC 29205 


