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The US Geological Survey’s Gas Hydrates Project based at the Woods Hole Coastal & Marine Geology
Center in Woods Hole, MA conducted geophysical and geochemical surveys in the shallow Beaufort Sea
aboard the R/V Ukpik in early August 2011. In accordance with the NMFS Letter of Concurrence for no-
take (dated 18 July, 2011), USFWS findings on polar bears and other protected species, NSB permit 11-
357, and USGS NEPA certification, the USGS had two trained Protected Species Visual Observers
aboard the R/V Ukpik during the geophysical surveys, which took place between 2 and 7 August. This
report details the protected species observations made during the geophysical surveys.

Geophysical data were collected along 178 km of survey track (Figure 1) both inside and outside the 3-
mile state water limit using a Swath 234 kHz bathymetric/ low-powered sidescan sonar system, an
Edgetech 424 Chirp system, and a mini-sparker with hydrophone streamer. The geophysical instruments
were always deployed and operated simultaneously. Geophysical surveys were conducted only during
daylight hours and never for more than 10 hours per day. Even during periods of fog, visual conditions
were always good enough to permit PSVOs to see the entire protected species exclusion zones (max.
radius of 135 m for the mini-sparker source) associated with the geophysical instrumentation. In
addition, we observed an 800 m no-disturbance zone for polar bears. To assist the PSVOs, the captain,
Michael Fleming, maintained constant surveillance for any wildlife other than seabirds.

During the entire period of operations and even when at anchor overnight, the PSVOs recorded no seals,
whales, walruses, or protected birds. The only seal sighting was in port in West Prudhoe Bay before the
ship ever left the dock, when a seal was seen swimming several tens of meters behind the vessel. The ice
was far offshore this August, and we did not frequently encounter fields of small bergs as we had in
Harrison Bay in August 2010. This may have contributed to no seal sightings this year, in contrast to 3
seal sightings during roughly the same period last year (report by P. Hart and C. Ruppel, submitted in
August 2010).

We recorded 5 distinct polar bear sightings comprising 7 individuals during the geophysical surveys, and
our geochemistry colleagues, who were aboard the ship with no geophysical instrumentation from 9-11
August, recorded one additional sighting. The location of the ship at the time of each sighting is shown in
Figure 1. Five of the 6 sightings, detailed in the attached log sheets provided by C. Perham of USFWS-
Anchorage, were on barrier islands between the Colville Delta and West Prudhoe Bay. Three of the 6
sightings (1, 2, and 6), comprising 4 individuals, recorded bears on Thetis Island.

We spotted only one polar bear swimming in the water. On August 6, a large, lone bear was spotted
swimming parallel to Cottle Island, with our vessel between the bear and Cottle Island. All seismics were
shut down until we were safely past this individual, and we moved immediately away from the area so as
not to prevent the bear from landing on the island. Sighting of the swimming polar bear and our seismic



shutdown occurred during a period when we were watching a helicopter carrying ~3 individuals landing,
then taking off, and then landing again on barrier islands close to our location. The swimming polar bear
was spotted soon after we had seen a bear in the distance on Cottle Island, and this bear did not appear to
alter his course due to the presence of the R/V Ukpik.

Shutdown was also initiated for what appeared to be a mother and large cub resting on Leavitt Island on 6

August once it was determined that the vessel was likely within the 800 m range.

The vessel then

proceeded out of the area and replotted a course that would keep us always more distant than 800 m from
the barrier islands when the water depths were great enough to permit us to follow such a course. The
mother looked up at the vessel one time and then returned to resting with her cub, taking no evasive or
aggressive action.

# Date Ship’s Observation Distance Action taken
DD/MM/YY location from ship to
bear
05/08/2011
1 70°33.203 N Adult male(?) eating 15nm Proceed on course
19:05 GMT 150°12.459 W | something on Thetis Island '
(11:05 local)
05/08/2011
. 70°33.203 N 2 more bears moving on
2 19..21 GMT 15012.459 W Thetis Island 1.5nm Proceed on course
(11:21 local)
06/08/2011 Proceed on course
(This bear was
Log sheet says spotted on the island
14:02 local; cruise o . Far away (seen prior to the
3 navigation file 70°31.621 N Bear moving on Cottle through shutdown that
. 149°9.024 W Island .
would put this binoculars) occurred a few
closer to 21:57 minutes later due to
GMT (13:57 local) a bear swimming in
the water.)
Adult male (?large)
swimming in water off
06/08/2011 o bow, port side, offshore Shutdown all sound
4 70°31.430 N Cottle Island; bear 600 yd sources and proceed
22:02 GMT 149 °7.407 W . ’
) continued on course and out of area
(14:02 local) :
did not appear to change
direction due to vessel
06/08/2011
Mother and large cub
1706 GMT (2:06 | 7O°34560LN | resting on Leavit Island; Ssohuﬂtcde‘;";?];”riﬁgg
5 ' ' 149°43.8195 mother looked up and put 0.3nm P
local) out of area
w her head back down . .
. . immediately
immediately
No sound sources in
10/08/2011 _ _ the water; we were
o Bear resting on lee side of conducting
6 70°33.29 N Thetis Island and ~800 yd geochemical (only)
15:15 GMT 150°12.11 W — Y
(7+15 local) indifferent to vessel surveys at this time;

continued on course
away from bear
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August 2-11, 2011 USGS Polar Bear Sightings from R/V Ukpik

Figure 1. The pink tracklines show the locations of geophysical surveys conducted by the USGS from 2 through 7
August. Geochemistry data were collected along almost the same exact tracklines from 9 through 11 August.
Locations 1 through 6 denote the 6 distinct polar bear sightings detailed on the attached observation sheets.
Sightings 1 through 5 were made during geophysical activities, and sighting 6 during geochemistry surveys.
Shutdown of sound sources was initiated after sighting 4 (bear in water) and sighting 5 (mother and large cub on
Leavitt Island).



