TECHNICAL REPORT NO. 05-02

FI1SH BEHAVIORAL AND PHYSICAL RESPONSES TO VIBROSEIS NOISE
PRUDHOE BAY, ALASKA 2003

by  William Morris
Jack Winters

Photos by William Morris ADNR, OHMP

March 2005

Alaska Department of Natural Resources Office of Habitat Management and Permitting

Provisional Draft — Subject to update with the addition of experiment specific sound pressure level data.



The Alaska Department of Natural Resources administers all programs and activities free
from discrimination based on race, color, national origin, age, sex, religion, marital
status, pregnancy, parenthood, or disability. The department administers all programs and
activities in compliance with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Title Il of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, the
Age Discrimination Act of 1975, and Title 1X of the Education Amendments of 1972.

If you believe you have been discriminated against in any program, activity, or facility, or
if you desire further information please write to DNR, 1300 College Road, Fairbanks,
Alaska 99701; U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 4040 N. Fairfax Drive, Suite 300 Webb,
Arlington, VA 22203; or O.E.O., U.S. Department of the Interior, Washington DC
20240.

For information on alternative formats for this and other department publications, please
contact the department ADA Coordinator at (voice) 907-269-8549 or (TDD) 907-269-
8411...



Fish Behavioral and Physical Responses to Vibroseis Noise
Prudhoe Bay, Alaska 2003
Prepared by: William Morris

Technical Report No. 05-02

Prepared by

William Morris
Habitat Biologist
And
Jack Winters
Habitat Biologist
Office of Habitat Management
and Permitting
Alaska Department of Natural Resources

Provisional Draft

Submitted to

The Bureau of Land Management
Northern Field Office

Kerry M. Howard
Executive Director
Office of Habitat Management and Permitting
Alaska Department of Natural Resources
March 2005






Table of Contents

T ABLE OF CONTENTS . .ttetteteeteetesseeatesaueesseesseesseassesssesseesbeesbeesseaaeeaaeeah e e s e e as e ea s e aR R e nE e e nE e e nEe e Rt e meeeheeaRe e abeenbeenneannennnenreens I
[ e e Y= =TT PO PR PR PSP Il
LLIST OF FIGURES ...ttt itteittetiet et etttk ettt s et e e bt e bt e bt e st e e e e R e e b e AR e e R e e AR e ehe e £R e e eR e e Rt e n R e enn e e R e e n b e e nEeenbeenreenneenneanes Il
AACKNOWLEDGEMENTS L..tetttesietesteseetesteseetesteseetesbeseetesbeseebesbeseeteabe st et e abeseebeabe e et e abe st ebeabe st ebeabe st et e abe st ebeabeneebenbeneetens i
(LN 51U o 1 T PP T PP PRP 1
IMIETHODS ...ttt ekttt m e Rt m e st e a2 Rt AR e R e AR e e R e e e 4R e e AR e ARt e Rt e e e e R e R e R e re e n e nnes 4
Physical Response to VIbroseis EXPEIIMENT .........oiiiiiiiieiiieiieiie ettt sb et sb e et eene 4
BENAVIOIAT RESPONSE ... itttk b ettt bbbt bbb bbbt e b e e btk e bt eb e e b e e et e b e nn bt abe et 7
T 1 TSP OO TR O PP PRTOPPTUPTURTURO 8
Physical Response t0 Vibroseis EXPEIIMENT ..........cuiiiiiiiii ettt e 8
BENAVIOTAl RESPONSE ... ettt ettt bbb et e e b ekt b e b e Rt e ne e b e b e nbeebe et e e neene e e eeas 12
[ 15101 151 (0] OO R PR PR PP PRRP 15
Physical Response t0 VIibroseis EXPEIIMENT .......cc.civiiiiiiiiise sttt st ta e sneeas 15
BENAVIOTAl RESPONSE ... c.viiiii ittt ettt sttt ettt e st e s b et e e be et s et e s e e et e besbeeteeReenee e e besbesaeateeneeneeneenras 16
Management IMPIICALIONS . .......viieice e et sa e et e st sr et e tesresreenaeneeneenes 17

Recommendations for Future Work
LYV 0T O 1 = o 1 19



List of Tables

TABLE 1. SUMMARY OF OBSERVED INJURIES DURING NECROPSY ..1uiiiiiiiiiitiieteeessiiiiiseseessssistsssessssssssssssssssssssssssssseesss 11
TABLE 2. BEHAVIORAL RESPONSE OF FISH IN A WINTERING AREA IN THE SAGAVANIRKTOK RIVER TO OPERATION OF
ONE VIBRATOR VEHICLE ON THE FLOATING ICE ABOVE THE WINTERING AREA. .....ccvvtiiiittieesiteieesrieessesreeesssveee e 15

List of Figures

FIGURE 1. EXPERIMENTAL TRIALS WERE CONDUCTED AT AN ISOLATED FLOODED GRAVEL MINE SITE LAKE IN THE
SAGAVANIRKTOK RIVER DELTA AND BEHAVIORAL TRIALS WERE CONDUCTED IN A WINTERING HOLE IN THE

SAGAVANIRKTOK RIVER. ... ttttiiiii ittt e ettt e e e sttt et e e e e s s e b e bt e e s e e s s e b b e b e e e s e e s s e bbb b ae s e e s s s e bbb baaesesssesabbbbeeeaseeasas 3
FIGURE 2. SIX LARGE TRAPS WITH AT LEAST 18 FISH PER TRAP WERE LOWERED BELOW THE ICE FOR BOTH
EXPERIMENTAL AND BOTH CONTROL TRIALS. ..uvttiiiittiiiittiesiitteessssstessssbsssssstssssssssssssssesssssssssssssssssssessssssssssssssnes 4

FIGURE 3. EXPERIMENTAL TRIALS WERE CONFIGURED TO PLACE THE LARGE EXPERIMENTAL GROUP OF FISH
IMMEDIATELY UNDER THE CENTER OF THE SINGLE AND FIVE VIBRATOR TRIALS. CONTROLS GROUPS WERE SET
UP SIMILARLY. THREE ADDITIONAL TRAPS CONTAINING 10 FISH EACH WERE SET UP DURING EACH
EXPERIMENTAL TRIAL. ONE TRAP WAS PLACED BELOW THE CENTER OF VIBRATORS, BELOW THE LARGE GROUP
OF FISH, ONE TRAP WAS SET 6 M TO THE SIDE AND AN ADDITIONAL TRAP WAS SET BELOW THE 6 M OFFSET TRAP.6
FIGURE 4. PHOTOGRAPHS OF TYPES OF FISH INJURIES OBSERVED IN THE CONTROL AND EXPERIMENTAL GROUPS.
FROM TOP TO BOTTOM, INJURIES INCLUDED EYE HEMORRHAGING, MUSCLE HEMORRHAGING, AND GENERAL
BLOODINESS OF THE BODY CAVITY.. 1.tttteiitttieiittiessistttesaistssssasssesssssssssasssssssasssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssstessssssssssssssnes 9
FIGURE 5. NO EVIDENCE OF SWIM BLADDER DAMAGE WAS OBSERVED IN ANY FISH FROM THE CONTROL OR
EXPERIMENTAL GROUPS. THE TOP PHOTOGRAPH SHOWS AN INTACT SWIM BLADDER IN THE BODY CAVITY AT
THE TIME OF INITIAL INCISION INTO THE BODY CAVITY. THE BOTTOM PHOTOGRAPH SHOWS AN INTACT SWIM
BLADDER REMOVED FROM A FISH. 1uutttiiiiiiiiiiittiietieeiiiiistiesteessssiistssstessessiassssssssesssasssssssssesssassssssssessssisssssseesennins 10
FIGURE 6. PHOTOGRAPHIC SEQUENCE CAPTURED FROM THE VIDEO-FOOTAGE OF ONE OF THE EXPERIMENTAL TRIALS.
PRIOR TO EXPOSURE TO VIBROSEIS NOISE FISH WERE GENERALLY QUIESCENT (TOP LEFT). UPON INITIATION OF
VIBROSEIS NOISE, FISH IMMEDIATELY INITIATED VIGOROUS FLIGHT RESPONSE UNTIL SHORTLY AFTER THE
VIBROSEIS VEHICLE(S) HAD STOPPED OPERATION. ...cuvtteitiateaseesteseestessessessesseeseeseessessessessessesssesssssessessessessesseessens 13
FIGURE 7. PHOTOGRAPHIC SEQUENCE CAPTURED FROM VIDEO RECORDED DURING THE BEHAVIORAL TRIALS ON THE
SAGAVANIRKTOK RIVER. PHOTOGRAPH AT TOP LEFT WAS TAKEN AT 6 MINUTES 23 SECONDS, JUST PRIOR TO
VIBRATOR OPERATION. THE PHOTOGRAPH AT TOP RIGHT WAS TAKEN 4 SECONDS LATER (6 MIN 27 SEC), JUST
AFTER THE VIBRATOR WAS OPERATED. THE PHOTOGRAPH AT THE BOTTOM LEFT WAS TAKEN 12 SECONDS AFTER
THE INITIAL PICTURE (6 MIN 35 SEC). FISH WERE IN A LARGE CONSOLIDATED SCHOOL AND BEGINNING TO
CIRCLE. BY 7 MINUTES 38 SECONDS (1 MINUTE 15 SECONDS LATER) FISH HAD RETURNED BUT WERE STILL
SCHOOLING, BUT MUCH MORE SLOWLY THAN AFTER THE INITIAL FLIGHT RESPONSE FROM VIBRATOR NOISE
(T o] Y 1T SRR 14



Acknowledgements
We thank James Patkotak and Robert Edwardsen from Barrow and Joeb Woods from Nuigsut for

their willingness to travel to Prudhoe Bay and participate in our study program. Their assistance
and participation provided additional credibility to our work by ensuring work was conducted in
a manner satisfactory to local subsistence users. The Bureau of Land Management (BLM)
provided funding for the project and provided air transport for fish and personnel. Bob Karlen
with the BLM Northern Field Office provided valuable assistance with project logistics and field
trials. Don Meares with the BLM Northern Field Office provided valuable assistance in the field
and operated one of the underwater videocameras used during field trials. John Unterberg with
the Alaska Department of Fish and Game Ship Creek Hatchery provided fish for our study and
provided expertise and equipment to ensure safe transport of fish from Anchorage to Deadhorse.
We appreciate all of John’s preparation and logistical work and getting fish ready to go early on
a Saturday morning. WesternGeco provided all of the vibroseis equipment and operators used to
conduct our field work. Many thanks to John Davis with WesternGeco who worked for over a
year to ensure this project would happen and be fully supported. We thank Brian Burgandy and
the rest of the WesternGeco crew for their work in the field to ensure project success. Dave
Nyland, also with WesternGeco, provided technical expertise with project set-up and design with
respect to sound pressure level recording and experimental design. Steve ‘Budman’ Budinger
with WesternGeco provided and operated an additional underwater camera for documentation of
the field trials. Thanks to Dick Shideler, with the Alaska Department of Fish and Game, Nancy
Ihlenfeldt-McNay, Laura Jacobs and Lisa Whitman with the Alaska Department of Natural
Resources Office of Habitat Management and Permitting, for many long hours in the lab
assisting with necropsies. Matthew Whitman and Bob Karlen with the BLM Northern Field
Office provided valuable critical review of the final report.



Introduction

With the shift in seismic exploration techniques from use of explosives to the use of air gun
arrays and vibroseis vehicles as the primary energy sources for seismic exploration in northern
Alaska, risk to fish from seismic exploration has been greatly reduced. However, there have
been concerns that these techniques may be harmful to fish and aquatic mammals. Considerable
research on air gun array impacts, primarily to marine mammals but also to fish, exists. In
contrast, no direct research has been conducted to investigate the potential impacts of vibroseis
noise on fish. In April 2000, amidst local and agency concerns that vibroseis conducted over fish
wintering in lakes and riverine pools may harm the wintering fish, WesternGeco, along with
representatives from Greeneridge Sciences, Inc. and the Alaska Department of Fish and Game
(ADF&G) (now the Office of Habitat Management and Permitting within the Department of
Natural Resources) conducted a field test to record the sound pressure levels imparted to a water
body from vibroseis. Two reports were generated from the work; “Vibrator Sounds in a Frozen
Arctic Lake During a Winter Seismic Survey’ by Greeneridge Sciences Inc. and ‘Water Column
Pressures Induced by Vibrators Operating on Floating Ice’ by Dave Nyland of WesternGeco
(Greene 2000, Nyland 2002) .

While collectively, the information gathered suggested that overpressures produced in the water
column (5 vibrators at 106 Hz for 6 s = 180 to 190 dB (re 1 pyPa) as measured from 10 m away
from source, (Greene 2000, Nyland 2002) were in the range of those known to cause avoidance
behavior, physical damage to fish seemed unlikely because the calculated instantaneous change
in pressure was below the ADF&G limit of 2.7 psi. However, no measurement had been made
directly below the ice under a vibroseis machine. This left quantifying the maximum possible
overpressure to extrapolation of the empirical data (possibly as a high as 201 db (re 1uPa)).
Local and agency concerns regarding the potential impacts to fish from vibroseis were not fully
satisfied by the 2000 data collection effort. In consultation with the Bureau of Land
Management, North Slope Borough, individuals from the communities of Barrow and Nuigsut,
and WesternGeco, the Office of Habitat Management and Permitting (OHMP) developed a two
part study to directly address the potential impacts to fish from vibroseis. The study was

designed to address the potential physical effects to fish from the energy imparted to a water



body by vibroseis equipment and also to semi-quantitatively assess the magnitude of the
behavioral disturbance caused to fish by operating the equipment in their proximity. The study
was conducted northeast of Deadhorse, Alaska at an isolated and flooded gravel mine site and in

the Sagavanirktok River (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Experimental trials were conducted at an isolated flooded gravel mine site lake in the
Sagavanirktok River delta and behavioral trials were conducted in a wintering hole in the Sagavanirktok
River.



Methods

Physical Response to Vibroseis Experiment

Prior to conducting our field investigation we determined that we wanted to be able to detect a
10% vibroseis-induced injury rate if it were occurring. Given the low likelihood of injury, based
on previous overpressure monitoring, we calculated that between 60 and 105 fish would be
required for each trial to provide adequate power to detect our desired injury rate of 10% (Sokal
and Rohlf 1969, Zar 1984). To accommodate the number of fish required per trial, 6 PVC coated
minnow traps with 18 extensions were assembled and filled with a minimum of 18 fish each
and lowered below the ice to the same location (Figure 2). The entrance throats to all traps were
crimped closed to ensure fish could not escape. Each trap was fitted with two ropes, one for
vertical orientation to allow traps to be retrieved through the ice and one for horizontal
orientation during trials to ensure adequate space and dispersal of fish within each cage (Figure
2).

Figure 2. Six large traps with at least 18 fish per trap were lowered below the ice for both experimental and
both control trials.



On April 26, 2003, BLM and OHMP representatives transported 600 Arctic char (Salvelinus
alpinus) from the Ship Creek Hatchery in Anchorage, Alaska to Deadhorse, Alaska. Fish were
loaded onto a BLM operated CASA ina 1.8 m X 1.2 m X 1.2 m high aerated transport tank at
1130 hours. Dissolved oxygen concentration in the tank was 118% saturated with 15 ppm
oxygen. Dissolved oxygen concentration was monitored throughout the flight between
Anchorage and Deadhorse to ensure that concentrations remained between 80% and 120%
saturated. The tank was transferred to a pick up truck in Deadhorse for transport to the Duck
Island Mine Site, a flooded 69 ha abandoned gravel extraction site with maximum depths
between 7.5 and 9 m feet deep. The flooded mine site is completely isolated from any fish-
bearing streams or rivers and contains no fish. Fish arrived at the study site at 1715 hours.

Four trials were conducted on site. The first trial was considered our preliminary control. A
total of 108 fish, ranging in size from 108 mm to 288 mm were distributed equally between 6
traps and lowered into the water below the ice. Once all six traps had been placed below the ice
they were removed in reverse order and transferred to a cooler with water. Fish were then
euthanized with a high concentration clove oil solution. Fish in Control 1 were in the lake for 21

minutes each.

Experiment 1 was set up similarly to the first control. Six traps with 18 fish, ranging from 113
mm to 290 mm were lowered in the lake and positioned between the ice bottom and one meter
below the bottom of the ice. Besides the main experimental group, one trap containing 10 fish
was lowered approximately 5 m to the bottom of the lake. Two traps were also set 6 m to the
side of the large group of fish, one between 0 and 1 m below the ice and one on the bottom of the
lake (Figure 3). Each of these peripheral traps contained 10 fish. Once all traps were in place
and all videography equipment was set up, one vibroseis rig was moved on top of the 108 fish
sample location and operated in field-use configuration (presumably producing pressures similar
to those found by Nyland 2002 and Greene 2000). The rig was immediately driven off the
sample location and all fish were removed from below the ice. Fish from different trap locations
were kept separate and bagged according to their location after being euthanized. All fish were

placed into a cooler or bucket containing water and were briefly monitored for the presence of



blood before the fish were euthanized. Fish in Experiment 1 were in the lake for 48 minutes

each.
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Figure 3. Experimental trials were configured to place the large experimental group of fish immediately
under the center of the single and five vibrator trials. Controls groups were set up similarly. Three
additional traps containing 10 fish each were set up during each experimental trial. One trap was placed
below the center of vibrators, below the large group of fish, one trap was set 6 m to the side and an additional
trap was set below the 6 m offset trap.

Experiment 2 was set up identical to Experiment 1 (Figure 3); however, 110 fish were used. Fish
in the large experimental group ranged in size from 115 mm to 270 mm. For Experiment 2, 5
vibrator rigs, operating in a line as in field configuration, were centered over the large
experimental group of fish. Unfortunately, one vibrator rig was fired inadvertently before the
other four. We recorded the occurrence and location of the rig relative to the experimental

groups of fish and proceeded to fire all five rigs simultaneously as in field operation at field



operation settings. Fish were removed from the water and treated as in Experiment 1. Fish in

Experiment 2 were in the lake for 38 minutes.

Once all equipment had been removed from the lake we placed our final control group below the
ice. One hundred ten fish from 105 mm to 275 mm long were used in Control 2. Fish in Control
2 were held in the lake for 50 minutes, approximately the longest time of lake exposure from the
experimental groups (48 minutes in Experiment 1). Fish were removed from the lake and their

cages and treated as in all previous trials.

Fish were kept cold but unfrozen and transported to Fairbanks for laboratory necropsy and
photo-documentation. All necropsies were finished by 1800 hours on April 29, 2003. An
individual not involved with the experiment covered all labeling on the coolers containing fish
from each trial and gave each cooler an identification letter. Coolers were then arbitrarily
selected and fish necropsied. Once all necropsies had been completed and results recorded, the

label covers were removed and the initial labeling recorded with corresponding necropsy data.

Prior to necropsy, an individually numbered T-bar anchor tag was attached to each fish for
identification purposes. Each necropsy consisted of an external examination of the body and
eyes. Gross internal examination was then conducted. Each fish was examined primarily for
damage to the swim bladder, the most likely organ to be damaged by vibroseis. The body cavity
of each fish was photographed and all signs of injury were recorded. Statistical comparisons
were all conducted using Statistix 8 by Analytical Software (Analytical Software 2003).
Comparisons of trials were conducted using the Two-Sample Proportion Test (Fisher’s Exact p)
except where noted otherwise. All fish from Experiment 2, fish exposed to five vibrators, were

x-rayed as well to determine if skeletal injury had occurred.

Behavioral Response
Once we had determined, from the experimental trials, that the likelihood of fish mortality from

vibroseis was low, we proceeded with a behavioral response test using fish in a known wintering
area in the Sagavanirktok River (Figure 1). On April 27, 2003 three underwater cameras were

set up at a wintering area on the Sagavanirktok River. One vibroseis vehicle was moved into



place roughly between the three cameras. Once all camera operators were reporting fish in view,
the vibrator rig was operated using the same vibratory pattern and energy as used in field survey
operations. The vehicle was operated identically three additional times for a total of four energy
bursts. Videotapes were later downloaded to a computer and time of disturbance after each
operation of the vibroseis vehicle was determined using images from two of the underwater

cameras; one camera did not successfully record footage during this trial.

Results

Physical Response to Vibroseis Experiment
A minimum of five of the smallest fish (100 mm to 170 mm) died in the holding tank while in

transport and numerous additional fish within the smallest size class were observed in poor
condition prior to conducting the experiment. During experimental trials, three mortalities of
fish within the size class that died or were injured in transport were recorded. These mortalities
were not recorded as vibroseis mortalities as they were likely injured in transport and
inadvertently placed in cages dead. In at least one instance a dead fish can be seen in video
footage prior to being subjected to vibroseis pressures. No bleeding from the gills was observed

in any of the trials.

During necropsy, several types of injury were observed. Hemorrhaging within the musculature,
body cavity, and in the eyes, was documented (Figure 4). However, we noted a complete lack of
damage to the swim bladder (Figure 5). Other than a few fish in which the dissector cut the
swim bladder, there was no evidence of damage to the organ in any fish. Damage to any

particular portion of the anatomy was noted separately for analysis.

The Control 1 group, held for 21 minutes in the lake, had a 0.009 eye injury rate, a 0.065 muscle
hemorrhaging rate, no body cavity hemorrhaging, and no swim bladder damage (Table 1). Fish
in the Control 2 group, held for 50 minutes in the lake, had a 0.009 eye injury rate, a 0.073
muscle hemorrhaging rate, a 0.027 body cavity hemorrhaging rate, and no swim bladder damage.

The Experiment 1 group, exposed to 1 vibrator operating immediately above them, had
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Figure 4. Photographs of types of fish injuries observed in the control and experimental groups. From top to
bottom, injuries included eye hemorrhaging, muscle hemorrhaging, and general bloodiness of the body
cavity.



Figure 5. No evidence of swim bladder damage was observed in any fish from the control or experimental
groups. The top photograph shows an intact swim bladder in the body cavity at the time of initial incision
into the body cavity. The bottom photograph shows an intact swim bladder removed from a fish.

a 0.037 eye injury rate, a 0.12 muscle hemorrhaging rate, and no body cavity hemorrhaging, and
no swim bladder damage. Fish in the Experiment 2 group, exposed to five vibrators operating
above them (plus one vibrator operated independently 5.5 m away prior to all five being
operated), had a 0.07 eye injury rate, a 0.05 muscle hemorrhaging rate, a 0.027 rate of body

cavity hemorrhaging, and no damage to the swim bladder (Table 1).
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Table 1. Summary of observed injuries during necropsy.

Injury Rate
Eye Muscle Body Cavity Swim Bladder
Trial Hemorrhaging Hemorrhaging Hemorrhaging Damage
Control 1 0.009259 0.0648 0 0
Control 2 0.009091 0.0727 0.0273 0
Experiment 1 0.037 0.1204 0 0
Experiment 2 0.0727 0.0545 0.0273 0

Results indicate that on a gross scale, with the exception of the eye injury rates, there were no
discernible physical effects on fish from the vibroseis equipment in any trial. To ensure that size
of fish within the trials were not a significant factor in determining injury rates in any one trial
we compared the lengths of fish across all groups. Non-parametric one-way analysis of variance
indicated that the distribution of fish lengths between the trials could not be distinguished from
one another (KW = 1.76, p = 0.6229). Length of fish in any one group was therefore not a
factor in determining differences in injury rates between trials. No evidence of differences
between controls was detected for eye hemorrhaging rates (Fisher’s Exact Test, p > 0.9999),
body cavity hemhorraging rates (Fisher’s Exact Test, p = 0.2466), or muscle hemorrhaging rates
(Fisher’s Exact Test, p >0.9999). No swim bladder damage was observed in either control
group. Comparison of the two experimental groups yielded similar results. Differences between
experimental groups were not detected for eye hemorrhaging rates (Fisher’s Exact Test, p =
0.3742), body cavity hemorrhaging rates (Fisher’s Exact Test, p = 0.2466), or muscle
hemorrhaging rates (Fisher’s Exact Test, p = 0.0971).

Determination of vibroseis-induced effects between trials was analyzed individually.

Experiment 1 and Experiment 2 groups were compared against Control 1 and Control 2
separately and then against the combined control results. Although experimental results were not
different between the two groups, results were not combined as each represents a test of different
scenarios under different experimental conditions. Necropsy results for the peripheral tests were
not analyzed because the sample sizes were too small for statistical comparison and results from

the main tests indicated that analysis of the peripheral tests were not warranted.
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Injury rates in the Experiment 1 group did not differ significantly from the injury rates detected
in either control group or the combined controls. Rates of eye hemorrhaging did not differ
between Experiment 1 and Control 1 (Fisher’s Exact Test, p = 0.3691), Control 2 (Fisher’s Exact
Test, p = 0.2102) or the combined control results (Fisher’s Exact Test, p = 0.0961). Although no
significant difference was detected in Experiment 1, the relatively low Fisher’s Exact p value for
the combined control comparison may be low enough to suggest a relationship between vibroseis
and eye hemorrhaging in the experiment.  No evidence of body cavity hemorrhaging was
observed in the Experiment 1 or Control 1 groups. Muscle hemorrhaging rates did not differ
between Experiment 1 and Control 1 (Fisher’s Exact Test, p = 0.2400), Control 2 (Fisher’s
Exact Test, p = 0.2587) or the combined control groups (Fisher’s Exact Test, p = 0.1417). Injury

to the swim bladder or skeletal structure was not observed in fish from any of the groups.

Injury rates in Experiment 2 were generally similar to those observed in the controls, however;
eye hemorrhaging rates were higher. Differences in body cavity hemorrhaging rates were not
detected between Experiment 2 and Control 1 (Fisher’s Exact Test, p = 0.2466), Control 2
(Fisher’s Exact Test, p > 0.9999) or the combined control groups (Fisher’s Exact Test, p =
0.6678). Similarly, no difference in muscle hemorrhaging rates were detected between
Experiment 2 and Control 1 (Fisher’s Exact Test, p = 0.7826), Control 2 (Fisher’s Exact Test, p
= 0.7825) or the combined control groups (Fisher’s Exact Test, p = 0.6463). Eye hemorrhaging
rates were significantly higher for Experiment 2 fish than in Control 1 (Fisher’s Exact Test, p =
0.0353), Control 2 (Fisher’s Exact Test, p = 0.0353) and the combined control groups (Fisher’s
Exact Test, p = 0.0031). The 95% confidence interval around the difference in eye
hemorrhaging rates ranges from 11.3% to 1.3% higher than the combined controls, which
encompassed the 10% injury rate we wanted to be able to detect if it were occurring. No damage

to the swim bladder or skeletal structures of any fish was observed.

Behavioral Response

Fish behavioral response to vibroseis noise was recorded during the experimental trials and at a
natural wintering area in the Sagavanirktok River. Underwater videography from two to three

cameras was used to record responses at the experimental lake and river sites. We did not

12



measure the duration of behavioral disturbances in the experimental trials; however, fish reaction
was immediate and intense as fish attempted to flee at the onset of vibroseis noise (Figure 6).

T,

.

Figure 6. Photographic sequence captured from the video-footage of one of the experimental trials. Prior to
exposure to vibroseis noise fish were generally quiescent (top left). Upon initiation of vibroseis noise, fish
immediately initiated vigorous flight response until shortly after the vibroseis vehicle(s) had stopped
operation.

Final video analysis of fish disturbance from the natural wintering area was primarily based on
one video. One video camera failed to record during this trial and one other camera, located on
the periphery of the wintering area only had fish in view during two of the four operations of the

vibroseis vehicle; those results are included.

Upon initial set up of cameras under the ice on the Sagavanirktok River, most broad whitefish
(Coregonus nasus) within view of the first camera were sedentary and showed minimal
movement. As we continued to drill holes for additional cameras and move equipment onto the
wintering area, fish became more active. Similar to the level of response observed by the caged

fish, results from the wintering area indicate that fish response to vibroseis noise is immediate
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and intense. Fish flee the immediate area of the disturbance rapidly but swimming speeds slow
quickly and within 1 to 2 minutes fish slow to swimming speeds approximately equivalent to
those observed just before the vibrator was operated (Figure 7). In this setting, a large isolated
pool, fish tended to school back to the area of the vibrator within 1 to 2 minutes. Fish response
tended to decrease with subsequent exposure to vibroseis noise as fish apparently became
acclimated to the stimulus. Within 2 to 6 minutes of the fourth and final operation of the
vibrator, fish were again moving slowly and some had already returned to a sedentary posture,
similar to the observed behavior when the first camera was deployed. Table 2 shows the
response times recorded from the video footage. Additionally, during the fourth and final
vibrator operation, a slimy sculpin (Cottus cognatus) was in view of the camera located on the
periphery of the wintering area. The slimy sculpin showed no indication that it was disturbed by

operation of the vibrator, while proximate broad whitefish did show signs of disturbance.

Figure 7. Photographic sequence captured from video recorded during the behavioral trials on the
Sagavanirktok River. Photograph at top left was taken at 6 minutes 23 seconds, just prior to vibrator
operation. The photograph at top right was taken 4 seconds later (6 min 27 sec), just after the vibrator was
operated. The photograph at the bottom left was taken 12 seconds after the initial picture (6 min 35 sec).
Fish were in a large consolidated school and beginning to circle. By 7 minutes 38 seconds (1 minute 15
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seconds later) fish had returned but were still schooling, but much more slowly than after the initial flight
response from vibrator noise (bottom right).

Table 2. Behavioral response of fish in a wintering area in the Sagavanirktok River to operation of one
vibrator vehicle on the floating ice above the wintering area.

Cameral/Time Notes
1/ 0 to 9 min 30 sec Fish Sedentary - movement increasing, slow circling
1/ 9 min 32 sec Vibrator fires, rapid flight response by all fish

Fish form large school and have directed
movement away from vibrator
School slows rapidly and begins circling back

1/ 10 min 38 sec to 43 sec  All fish appear to have returned to vibrator area
Circling slowly as in pre-vibratory circling

1/ 11 min 07 sec Vibrator fires, rapid flight response by most fish
Distance of flight is less and fewer fish flee long distance
Some begin to return very rapidly

1/ 12 min School returns to vibrator area and schools past camera
1/ 19 min 13 sec Vibrator fires, brief rapid response, fish do not retreat
as far
1/ 19 min 38 sec Fish are circling slowly, some have returned to vibrator area
1/ 20 min 10 sec Many fish back at vibrator area
1/ 20 min 25 sec Vibrator fires, rapid short distance retreat, begin slow schooling
immediately
Most fish never left area of vibrator
1/ 21 min 29 sec All fish appear to be back around vibrator area
1/ 25 min 15 sec Most fish schooling slowly around vibrator area
Some fish still disturbed and swimming at a higher speed
1/ 26 min 40 sec Some fish still circling slowly

Some fish beginning to hold in sedentary pattern like initial observations
Time Values Differ Between Cameras

2/ 26 min 36 sec Vibrator fires, rapid short distance flight response
Slimy sculpin in front of camera shows no response

2/ 27 min 4 sec Fish have slowed

2/ 27 min 46 sec Fish in school swimming slowly

2/ 28 min 40 sec Fish swimming slowly, similar to first observations of fish

at this location with this camera

Discussion

Physical Response to Vibroseis Experiment

Corporate changes to WesternGeco occurred shortly after conducting this experiment and the
company shut down Alaska operations prior to calculating the overpressure data associated with

each trial. We know that the equipment was operated at typical setting used in the field and can
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rely somewhat on the 2000 work and assume pressures at the fish cages immediately below the
vibrator rigs were around 201 db (re 1 pPa) (Nyland 2002 and pers. comm.). This report is
issued provisionally with the hope that at some point the pressure data will become available and

be added to the analysis.

Results from the experimental tests provide little evidence that energy imparted to water bodies
by vibroseis equipment will harm fish. Vibroseis appears unlikely to produce over pressures
high enough or rapidly enough to cause physical damage to fish. Our results found no indication
that vibroseis causes acute mortality in fish or causes injury to fish that would later cause
mortality. We found no evidence of damage to swim bladders, muscle tissue or blood vessels in
our analysis. We did find an increase in eye hemorrhaging attributable to Experiment 2 and data
indicated that there may be some evidence for increased eye damage attributable to Experiment 1
(when compared against the combined control groups). However, from viewing the video
footage it seems more likely that this discernible increase in eye injury rates for Experiment 2, is
the result of the extreme behavioral response of the caged fish. In Experiment 1, fish were
exposed to 1 vibrator operating one time, fish exhibited a flight response within their cages one
time, and there was a near significant increase in eye injury rates above the controls. In
Experiment 2, one vibrator inadvertently fired and fish exhibited a flight response. Fish in
Experiment 2 were then subjected to a second stimulus when all five vibrators operated
simultaneously; a second, vigorous flight response was observed. It is likely that injury to the
eyes was occurring during the period of flight response as fish essentially swam rapidly into the
sides of their cages in an attempt to escape. Accordingly, fish that tried to escape in Experiment
1 had only one opportunity to sustain eye damage while fish from Experiment 2 had two
opportunities. The results suggest strongly that this is the case as eye injury rates in Experiment

2 are almost exactly double the eye injury rates from Experiment 1.

Behavioral Response

The behavioral response of wintering fish, primarily broad whitefish, to vibroseis noise is
extreme but short in duration and appears to reduce in intensity with multiple exposures over a

short period of time. However, the response is energy intensive for the fish. It is unlikely that a
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vibroseis program disturbing fish in a wintering area in a river would have adverse effects on the
wintering fish. In a river wintering area scenario, a group of fish would likely only be exposed to
vibroseis noise once during the program as the shot line passed the wintering area. It is
reasonable to expect that had we returned the next day, or possibly even a few hours later, these
fish would have exhibited the same response. In a large lake scenario, it is possible that the same
group of fish would be disturbed multiple times throughout a seismic program. While we have
made no estimates of energy requirements associated with the observed responses, they were
certainly energy intensive. Most fish wintering in the Arctic undergo a period of fasting over the
winter and rely solely on reserves built up over the previous open-water season. Multiple
disturbances of the magnitude observed could deplete fish energy reserves enough to reduce

body condition and possibly jeopardize winter survival.

Management Implications

The lack of mortality and serious injury to fish from vibroseis suggests that vibroseis is generally
a safe seismic technique for fish. Vibroseis is certainly an improvement over the use of
explosives near and in water bodies containing fish. The behavioral response of fish to vibroseis
indicates that disturbance is brief and limited to the time of operation of the equipment over
wintering fish. However, the magnitude and vigor of the flight response observed suggests that
multiple exposures over a winter season to vibroseis noise could have significant energetic
consequences to wintering fish. Managers can safely authorize vibroseis seismic programs on
fish wintering areas but should require that exposure be limited to work that can be conducted
within one or two hours from initial to final sweep of the vibroseis rigs. It is still advisable to
avoid wintering areas where possible; however, by limiting exposure, managers can be confident

that they are being conservative and decreasing the likelihood of fish winter mortality.

Large wintering areas or large lakes that may require multiple vibroseis shot locations to acquire
data should be limited to those that can be conducted in a relatively short time frame with

minimal delay between shot locations. Situations requiring multiple days of vibroseis activity on
the same wintering area or lake should be avoided as the energetic consequences to fish could be

significant. Lakes containing especially sensitive fish at risk during winter, such as lake trout,
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probably should be avoided in general, but clearly should not receive long duration vibroseis

activity during winter.

Recommendations for Future Work

Our research employed Arctic char for the experimental trials. Arctic char represent a typical
salmoniform body plan and should adequately represent most fish species likely to be present in
North Slope lakes. However, species with more or less developed swim bladders and different
body plans likely will be affected differently by vibroseis noise. This was shown clearly in our
video footage at the Sagavanirktok River when the vibrator fired and the salmoniform fishes
(broad whitefish) reacted swiftly, while the slimy sculpin, in view at the same time, showed no
reaction. Additional research focusing on fish with morphologies different from the
salmoniform body plan would be useful to provide information on affects for a broader range of
fish. Burbot for example, may react differently to vibroseis noise than do salmoniform fish.
Burbot are a freshwater cod, common in North Slope lakes and rivers, with a highly developed
swim bladder with connections to organs in the brain to aid in hearing. This adaptation may

make burbot more susceptible to vibroseis noise disturbance than other species.

While it seems clear that the increased eye damage observed in our two experimental groups
were the result of the vigorous flight response and number of times fish were stimulated to flee,
eyes are susceptible to damage from rapid overpressures. Additional testing could be conducted
using soft sided cages to eliminate the cage as a source of eye injury. Our necropsy analysis was
conducted on a gross scale. It is possible that histopathology on fish exposed to vibroseis noise
could detect additional injuries that could lead to delayed mortality. Additionally, research has
shown that some fish, when exposed to high-intensity noise, can receive damage to the hair cells
within the saccules containing their otoliths (ear bones) (McCauley et.al. 2003). Some species
can regenerate damaged cells but regeneration is likely related to the intensity of the noise
received and to fish species (McCauley et. al. 2003). McCauley et.al. (2003), found that pink
snapper (Pagrus auratus) exposed to air gun array noise with peaks above 180 dB (re 1 Pa) did
not regenerate all damaged hair cells within a 58 day period and thus, hearing was impaired,

possibly, for the long-term. It is possible that fish exposed to vibroseis noise could experience
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similar damage to their hearing organs, potentially reducing their fitness. Additional research
into the potential damage to hair cells may be warranted.
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