
 

 
 

PO BOX 460 CORDOVA AK 99574  •  907.424.5890  •  EYAKPRESERVATIONCOUNCIL.ORG • EYAK@REDZONE.ORG    PAGE 1 OF 1 
 

 

                March 10th, 2020  
 
 
Naval Facilities Engineering Command Northwest    
Attention: GOA Supplemental EIS/OEIS Project Manager 
1101 Tautog Circle, Suite 203 
Silverdale, WA 98315-1101 

(document submitted via mail and email) 

Dear GOA Supplemental EIS/OEIS Project Manager, 

The Eyak Preservation Council (EPC) is a public charity with 501(c)(3) status based in 
Cordova, Alaska. We offer educational and outreach programs that concentrate on: 
protection of our regional salmon way of life, Indigenous cultural preservation and 
the promotion of sustainable economies. We represent the communities and people 
of the Copper River, Prince William Sound and northern-central Gulf of Alaska. We 
have program participants and constituents from these regions and from the nation 
at large.  

The Gulf of Alaska is a rich marine habitat that supports an abundance of wildlife. 
There are 13 threatened or endangered mammal species that feed, breed, and 
migrate through the Gulf of Alaska, along with nine threatened or endangered fish 
species (NOAA Fisheries, 2019). The Gulf of Alaska is also a crucial habitat during the 
marine portion of migrations of Pacific salmon (Oncorhynchus spp.) that contribute to 
a healthy marine ecosystem and are economically and culturally vital to Alaskan 
communities (Larson et al., 2013, and Beacham et al., 2014).   
 
EPC is strongly requesting that the Navy employ the Precautionary Principle 
regarding all aspects of the Northern Edge military trainings in the Gulf of Alaska. The 
Precautionary Principle, respected by a wide array of scientists and explained well by 
Kriebel et al., (2000), “has four central components: taking preventive action in the 
face of uncertainty; shifting the burden of proof to the proponents of an activity; 
exploring a wide range of alternatives to possibly harmful actions; and increasing 
public participation in decision making”.  
 
EPC is strongly requesting that the Navy analyses in the DEIS recommend that the 
ROD employ the Precautionary Principle in the absence of adequate information. 
Number one: do not conduct active sonar in your trainings. There is substantial 
evidence of mid-frequency active active sonar physically harming and causing 
strandings of beaked whales as well as altering foraging and feeding behaviors in 
endangered sperm whales (Fernandez et al., 2015; Isojunno et al., 2016). There has 
been very little empirical, peer-reviewed studies on the impacts of mid-frequency 
active active sonar on fish. These impacts deserve more critical investigation in  
the DSEIS. 
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Flawed Process 
 
NEPA is a process-driven law, so it is crucial that the process and associated 
documents be clear enough to ensure meaningful  public participation. There are 
serious flaws with the Navy’s current process. 
 
The Eyak preservation Council is stating that the current scoping proocess needs 
significant and necessary revision, and should be started over.  
 
Firstly, the Federal Register NOI to prepare the Supplemental EIS does not define the 
No Action Alternative, nor does it explain the implications of any of the alternatives. 
It fails to invite the public to submit reasonable alternatives for study, which is a 
crucial component of the NEPA process. For the public, that can rightfully and is 
requested to participate in the NEPA process to express their concerns regarding 
Northern Edge, this NOI confusing and unhelpful. Cordova community members have 
directly expressed to our office that they are discouraged from participating because 
of how complicated and unclear the current scoping process is. 
 
There are multiple documents online and in print that include varying levels of 
information regarding this scoping process. All lack a clear desciption of the most 
effective way to participate. The first step is for the Navy to pull and synthesize all of 
these outreach materials and summarize them in a succinct, direct way for the public. 
Then, issue a new NOI with the necessary details in order to encourage more 
meaningful comments and widespread participation. Finally, EPC asserts that every 
group that comments during this scoping period be added to your email list so they 
will be alerted when the DSEIS comes out.  
 
Purpose & Need 
 
The NOI states, "The Proposed Action does not alter the Navy’s original purpose and 
need as discussed in the 2016 GOA Supplemental EIS/OEIS."  The language regarding 
the purpose and need in the 2016 FEIS is vague, convoluted, and ventures astray 
from the primary reasons for conducting Northern Edge. The length of this section is 
unnecessarily long (seven paragraphs) and includes distracting historical facts. The 
purpose and need statement should be succinct, clear, and easy for the public to 
comprehend.  
 
Nowhere in the purpose and need section does it state why the training exercises 
must be conducted in the Gulf of Alaska specifically. EPC understands the Navy’s 
need to conduct joint exercises at sea to achieve and maintain fleet readiness. 
However, the purpose and need section does not explain why these trainings must 
be done in the current location and timing; Northern Edge should not be conducted 
in the current location, nor in the spring. 
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Alternatives 
 
There are less destructive action alternatives that can meet the need of fleet 
readiness. 
 
Since the Gulf of Alaska ecosystem is undergoing significant, continuous stress due to 
climate change, oil transportation using large vessels, and various other human 
impacts, the Navy must consider action alternatives for Northern Edge.  
 
Firstly, address the timing. Conducting Northern Edge in May is one of the worst 
possible times because of the abundances of marine animals and fish in the Gulf of 
Alaska during spring and the fact that it is a critical reproductive period for dozens of 
species. EPC demands that the Navy look seriously at alternative timings, such as 
February or March, and also at alternative locations, further offshore and away from 
the shelf break.  
 
We request that the Navy study alternative sites that are further offshore and away 
from high concentrations of fish and whales. The high density of whales on and inside 
the shelf break led Alaskan researchers to the conclusion that conducting Northern 
Edge “far outside of shelf break” would be less ecologically damaging. For example, 
conducting exercises 300 miles south of the shelf break, would have fewer negative 
impacts. A top complaint from an overwhelming majority of our regional fishermen is 
that Northern Edge exercises are too close to shore and right on the continental 
shelf, threatening crucial regenerative resources. 
 
An alternative would be to rotate the locations of the training exercises. Not only 
would this disperse the negative impacts, it would also allow the Navy to train in a 
greater variety of sub-arctic environments, which is the stated point of the trainings. 
If the exercises must be done in the Gulf of Alaska, we request a return to pre-2010 
training levels. 

The Navy SDEIS must analyze in detail the possibility of meeting the purpose and 
need of these training exercises without using anti-submarine warfare activities and 
without using active mid-frequency sonar.  

EPC requests an alternative with a reduced amount of allowable ammunitions – no 
more than the amount used in 2017. Northern Edge could be equally effective with  
a lesser number of unretrieved expendables. With the amount of funding the U.S. 
Navy receives, it is appropriate to explore viable methods of retrieving expendables. 
Northern Edge exercises must eliminate the use of chaff, plastics, and all toxic 
materials that would simply be left on the seafloor or suspended in the water 
column.  
 
The action alternatives stipulated above are logical considering the unparalleled 
stress animals in the Gulf of Alaska are currently facing due to climate change 
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outlined in University of Alaska Fairbanks’ publication, Alaska’s Changing 
Environment (2019). These times call for us all to act conservatively, responsibly, and 
in line with the Precautionary Principle. Remember, these are legally our marine 
resources (as Alaskan citizens) that are held in trust by the federal government.  
 
Issue Areas 

Analyses in the SDEIS need to be expanded in regards to investigation of lower 
trophic level species (especially krill and other zooplankton that our fisheries depend 
on), vulnerability of seamounts, and impacts of anti-submarine warfare exercises on 
all threatened or declining populations. Threatened and endangered species in the 
GOA include: bearded seal, beluga whale, blue whale, bocaccio, bowhead whale, 
Chinook salmon, chum salmon, coho salmon, eulachon,  fin whale, gray whale, green 
sturgeon, Guadalupe fur seal, humpback whale, killer whale, leatherback turtle, 
North Pacific right whale, ringed seal, sei whale, sockeye salmon, sperm whale, 
steelhead trout, Steller sea long, and yelloweye rockfish (NOAA ESA Threatened and 
Endangered Species Directory, 2020).  

The Navy must also take a hard look at those which are not yet listed as threatened 
or endangered, but species which Alaskan scientists are witnessing rapid decline of, 
including cod, herring, and large copepods, whose crashes are already devastating 
commercial fishermen in Southeast and Southcentral Alaska.  

Here are some examples of the condition and sensitivity of fisheries, and how 
precarious some are becoming. The sac roe herring fishery in Sitka have closed as  
of early March 2020, and the GOA cod fishery was declared closed for 2020, which  
is largely due to climate change impacts. Articles such as, “Sitka herring roe  
fishery closed…” and “The Sitka tribe’s struggle to save Alaskan herring...”, were 
respectively published in Alaska Public Media on March 3rd, 2020, and The Guardian 
on December 5th, 2019.  

The first-ever closure of the GOA cod fishery was also crushing for commercial 
fishermen. As Kavita George, of U.S. Harbors, reports: “A stock assessment this fall 
put Gulf cod populations at a historic low, with “next to no” new eggs, according to 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration research biologist Steve Barbeaux, 
who authored the report. At their current numbers, cod are below the federal 
threshold that protects them as a food source for endangered Steller sea lions. Once 
below that line, the total allowable catch goes to zero — in other words, the fishery 
shuts down” (“Feds Close the Gulf of Alaska Cod Fishery for the First Time”, 
December 11, 2019).  

This is economically devastating. These GOA fisheries are experiencing “death by a 
thousand cuts”, so it is important that an alternative in the SDEIS analyze returning 
the Northern Edge trainings to more conservative, pre-2010 levels, or moving them 
completely out of the Gulf.  
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Please include in the DSEIS thorough analyses of potential impacts of using active 
sonar, SINK-EX, live ammunition and torpedoes on plankton, the physiology and 
behavior of the commonly present fish species and of beaked whales, right whales 
and Stellar sea lions. If you do not have adequate scientific data and explicit 
information on the impacts (as our research indicates), then we ask that the analyses 
recommend that the ROD follow the Precautionary Principle by refraining from  
these activities.  

A strong focus of this scoping period should definitely be on listed endangered and 
threatened species. Isojunno et al. (2016) clearly indicate that the endangered sperm 
whales reduce foraging and feeding behaviors when exposed to even low-frequency 
sonar, let alone mid-frequency.  

In regards to the endangered North Pacific right whale, the study done by Rone et al. 
(2017) “provides the most detailed information to date on distribution, abundance, 
and densities of cetaceans within offshore waters of the GOA. The absence of North 
Pacific right whale sightings within this historically important habitat continues to 
underscore the precarious status of this critically endangered whale.”  

Scientists have documented that: “The occurrence of beaked whales (2013) and blue 
whales (2013, 2015), detected both visually and acoustically (Rone et al. 2014, 2015), 
suggests the GOA represents important habitat. Additional research should be 
devoted to obtaining rigorous abundance and density estimates and a better 
understanding of habitat use in order to assess potential impacts from military 
activity.” More Navy research is needed. In choosing contractors, the Navy should 
select multiple Alaskan whale experts that have a long track record of experience in 
the GOA region.  

Very important whale density maps were published by Rone et al. (2017), and clearly 
demonstrate a high abundance of endangered marine mammals within the TMAA. 
Please read this entire article carefully. 

Beaked whale research studies have demonstrated that standings have occurred as a 
direct result of mid-frequency active sonar (MFAS) use (NOAA and USN 2001; Jepson 
et al. 2003;  Fernandez et al. 2005; Hildebrand 2005; Barlow and Gisiner 2006). The 
latest studies by Fernandez et al., 2015, have led to the Spanish government 
outlawing the use of MFAS surround the Canary Islands. It is unacceptable that the 
U.S. military, with this knowledge of the direct connection between MFAS and 
beaked whale strandings would continue to employ this technology in an area where 
three different species of beaked whales are present. Any mortalities from naval 
exercises here are likely to go undetected, because the training area is remote from 
shore, and strong currents in the Gulf's gyre may not carry carcasses to shore. In the 
DEIS, please analyze, for all areas globally where beaked whale strandings coincided 
closely in time with MFAS use, whether the presence of beaked whales and any 
effects on them had been noted during the exercise, or whether possibly linked 
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injuries or mortalities were reported only by others. This analysis is crucial because of 
the Navy's reliance on on-board observers and sounds observed by sonar operators 
as its means for avoiding impacts to whales.  

In addition to marine mammals, EPC’s constituents are critically concerned about 
salmonid populations, several of which are already in decline. Currently, researchers 
at the North Pacific Anadromous Fish Commission explain that “predicting how 
Pacific salmon will respond to their changing environment presents a formidable 
challenge, and thus it is imperative that we understand the mechanisms behind 
those responses to effectively make decisions for their conservation” (Tessier, 2019). 
Tessier (2019) describes how “the anadromous nature of these already threatened 
fish may make them more susceptible to climate change and the resulting lower 
ocean pH” (Crozier et al., 2008).  

On the following page, the Eyak Preservation Council is attaching a list of references 
(the vast majority of which are peer-reviewed) which our team has read and studied, 
and which we request the Navy to include in its analysis. Additionally, we are sending 
two thumb drives full of high-quality data and information to the Naval Facilities 
Engineering Command Office in Silverdale, WA; all the work we are sharing is directly 
relevant to this scoping process. Following our research and in-depth interactions 
with impacted community members, EPC has come to the conclusion that the 
scoping process should begin again, with the alternatives clearly outlined.  

The U.S. Navy has the power and responsibility to minimize the stress on mammals, 
fish, invertebrates, and the entire GOA ecosystem and needs to consider in detail an 
alternative for moving the timing and locations of Northern Edge. Moving military 
trainings to a zone that is 300 miles south of the shelf break, conducting exercises in 
February or March, and refraining from MFAS, SINK-EX, torpedoes, and explosives 
represent a reasonable alternative. The Navy could still meet its need for fleet 
readiness, and reduce the negative impacts to a system full of marine life that is 
already in peril. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this important matter. 

Signed with grave concern,      

Skye Steritz      Carol Hoover  
Program Manager     Executive Director 
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cc:  Dune Lankard, Eyak Preservation Council Board President  


