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Beaching Whales, Human to Blame?


The phenomenon of whales beaching and dying has been recorded for decades. This once puzzling phenomenon has received vigorous studying in the past two decades as the correlation between naval Sonar experiments and live stranding became frequent. However, the proposed Sonar theory does not account for beaching that occurred without naval activity. Both sides seem to agree that navigational error and sickness are reasons for the stranding; however, whether Sonar damage or natural cause led to either of the two is unclear. Given the available data, it appears high-powered Sonar has a significant contribution to beaching of certain whales close to the shore.

One key assumption scientist made regarding beaching was that navigational error caused them to become stranded in shallow water. Records of whale beaching were kept for a long time in Great Britain since whales were royal properties; from them, scientists have found a correlation between the times of stranding to fluctuation in geomagnetic field. Data indicated incidents of live stranding occurring after magnetic field disturbance (Bonner 115). Furthermore, rescued whales swam back to shore because somehow they are “convinced that [the shore] is the right direction” (Bonner 116). The above evidence seemed plausible at first, but there were no conclusive study to support the idea that whales indeed use magnetic field as their main source of navigation. Bonner’s report may be dated but the magnetic field of earth doesn’t change significantly in a few decades; however, without another research confirming the importance of magnetic field, this was merely a case of correlation without causation, an ad hoc fallacy. Its strength lies in that the rescued whale did not change course; however, that action is better explained by the next piece of evidence.

Observations have shown that whales are highly social mammals. Richard Connor, Ph.D., described an incident where a group of wounded false killer accompanied a dying member to its final rest before returning to sea.  This altruistic behavior among whales can apply to live beaching in a leader of the pack causal chain. Suppose one aged whale swam ashore to die but chose a shallow beach, then its companions will likely become stranded. This reasoning can apply to the first evidence since whales are group animals so usually more than one becomes stranded. However, such an explanation oversimplifies the matter. Not all stranding stemmed from a sick leader that caused others to follow to their doom. In fact, the 2002 Canary Island stranding involved otherwise healthy whales except for injuries likely caused by Sonar (Jepson, 575). This reason can very well explain how mass beaching occur, but failed to address the immediate cause that triggers the chain of beaching, especially when whales are not sick or wounded.

Sonar used by navies gives off high decibel, low frequency sound that can adversely affect whale navigation and cause internal damage. A study done immediately after the beaching by Peter Tyack, a senior scientist from Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution, showed that navy Sonar mimics the sound of killer whales. Since killer whales are predators of other whales, Sonar effectively caused alarm for other whales and prompted them to move erratically to avoid danger (Leake 5). This could have led to navigation error and stranding, but moreover it could have caused lethal symptoms. Rapid ascension causes decompression sickness in human and Jepson showed using necropsy of Canary Island stranding that whales suffered it too. Not only do the whales become scared and move irregularly they are impaired during the process as well, increasing the likelihood of them stranding on a beach. Other scientists disagree though; in a response to Jepson’s article, Piantadosi and Thalmann pointed out the distribution of gas during dive for whales make the Jepson’s finding of gas bubble in the liver unlikely. This does not weaken the Sonar theory because Piantadosi conceded that gas bubbles related to decompression sickness have been found in other region of beached cetaceans. More evidence would’ve helped Jepson’s finding but at the moment it has more contributing factor than the geomagnetic theory because not only are the whales disoriented they could also be damaged, giving more chance for the whales to beach.

Furthermore, Sonar can directly damage all whales within its range. The same whales that died in the Canary Island stranding also had bleeding ears, a sign of internal hemorrhage (Malakoff, 4). Since they were exposed to high powered Sonar, the sound wave most likely shocked the blood vessels and caused the bleeding. Such a blast could also have damaged the brain, causing the whales to become confused. Moreover, these damages would make the whale move as if it had been sick, causing them to lose bearing and end up stranded. Since all whales in the vicinity of naval ships are damaged by Sonar, it is a more plausible cause for mass beaching than the follow the leader reasoning in the natural cause. Sonar’s effect may be significant, but it can only explain beaching near the area it was used, usually near the shore where ships conducted exercises.  Beaching hotspot such as Tasmania, Australia, where naval ships were not present, requires a different theory. Scientists attribute Tasmania beaching to movement of food rich cold water to the shallow water, causing predatory whales to follow and become stranded (Emma, 12). However, the possibility of Sonar’s involvement cannot be excluded completely. Deep diving whales such as the beaked whale are common among the beached species can be negatively affected by submarines that travel around the world (Leake 5). The incidents examined above all involved surface ships. Due to the fact submarines are hidden, it’s hard to analyze their effect. Some beaching that were thought to be natural could be caused by submarines since scientist do not know the location of military submarines.

Through the examination of recent bleaching incidents we can see that the Sonar theory has many strong supports for the damaging effect Sonar has on whales. The correlation between naval exercise and whales beaching is too closely tied to be a mere coincidence. Moreover, the Sonar theory can better explain unusual mass beaching than the natural theory. Therefore, it is in all likelihood that Sonar led whales near the shore to beach rather than the navigational error.
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