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Italian Seismic Legislation is Unjustified and should Not Be Enacted 
 

 

Executive Summary 

 
The Italian Senate, one of the two parliamentary chambers, recently approved by a 

narrow margin (114 to 103) an amendment to new rules that would make the use of 
seismic surveys (with “air-gun technology or other explosive techniques”) an eco-crime 
with 1 to 3 years of imprisonment.   As of the date this article was posted, the Italian 

Parliament had not yet voted on this amendment 
 

There is no justification for this proposed new crime. Oil and gas seismic is legal and 
heavily regulated in Brazil and many other countries. Under this regulatory regime, every 
objective review concludes that there is no reason to believe seismic is harming any 

marine mammal population or any other species. 
 

BOEM’s Chief Environmental Officer William Y. Brown explains that  
 
  “To date, there has been no documented scientific evidence of noise from air 
 gun geological and geophysical (G&G) seismic activities adversely affecting 
 animal populations.” 
 
Dr. Brown also notes that  
 
 “because of its abundance, the bottlenose dolphin heads the class in number 
 of potential exposures to air gun sound levels with potential effects on 
 behavior.  Yet Federal stock assessments for the dolphin do no t identify air 
 gun seismic surveys as adversely impacting stock sustainability in the Gulf of 
 Mexico, where air gun surveys are routine.”1 
 
CRE Brasil has itself published an extensive survey that shows no harm from oil and 
gas seismic as regulated in the U.S. Gulf of Mexico.2   
    
 

 
 

 

                                                 
1 Dr. Brown’s article is available online at http://www.boem.gov/BOEM-Science-Note-

March-2015/. 
2 CRE on Harmonization of Seismic Regulation: US– A Report to CRE Brazil on the 

State of Seismic Regulation in the United States (Gulf of Mexico), at 
http://www.thecre.com/forum13/wp-
content/uploads/2013/03/State_of_Marine_Sound_Regulation1.pdf . 
 

http://www.boem.gov/BOEM-Science-Note-March-2015/
http://www.boem.gov/BOEM-Science-Note-March-2015/
http://www.thecre.com/forum13/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/State_of_Marine_Sound_Regulation1.pdf
http://www.thecre.com/forum13/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/State_of_Marine_Sound_Regulation1.pdf
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Other Nations Regulate Seismic. They Don’t Criminalize it 
 

 
We do not know of any nation that makes offshore oil and gas seismic a crime.  Instead, 

they regulate it.  
 
There follow some examples of seismic regulation by other countries: 

 
 Brasil, Guide for monitoring marine biota during seismic data acquisition 

activities, IBAMA, at 
http://www.oceanwatchmmos.com/resources/IBAMA_document_Guide%20for%20moni
toring%20marine%20biota%20translated_2005_04.pdf  

 
 UK, Guidelines for minimizing acoustic disturbance to marine mammals from 

seismic surveys, Joint Nature Conservation Committee, at 
http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/pdf/jncc_guidelines_seismic%20guidelines_aug%202010.pdf  
  

 New Zealand, Code of conduct for minimising acoustic disturbance to marine 
mammals from seismic survey operations, Department of Conservation, at 

http://www.doc.govt.nz/conservation/marine-and-coastal/seismic-surveys-code-of-
conduct/code-of-conduct- for-minimising-acoustic-disturbance-to-marine-mammals-from-
seismic-survey-operations/  

 U.S., Atlantic Geological and Geophysical Activities Programmatic 
Environmental Impact Statement, Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, at 
http://www.boem.gov/Atlantic-G-G-PEIS/ . 

 Australia, EPBC Act Policy Statement 2.1 - Interaction between offshore seismic 
exploration and whales: Industry guidelines, Department of the Environment, Water, 

Heritage and the Arts, at http://www.environment.gov.au/resource/epbc-act-policy-
statement-21-interaction-between-offshore-seismic-exploration-and-whales . 
 

 Canada, Statement of Canadian Practice with Respect to the Mitigation of seismic 
Sound in the Marine Environment, Fisheries and Oceans Canada, at http://www.dfo-

mpo.gc.ca/oceans/management-gestion/integratedmanagement-gestionintegree/seismic-
sismique/index-eng.asp . 
  

 Ireland, Guidance to Manage the Risk to Marine Mammals from Man-made 
Sound Sources in Irish Waters, Department of arts, History and the Gaeltacht, at 

http://www.dcenr.gov.ie/NR/rdonlyres/1042F113-7ECA-43FB-B1E5-
6C4CF81608F1/0/2014Underwatersoundguidance_Jan2014.pdf  
 

 
This seismic regulation has a long history of success and typically includes 

 

http://www.oceanwatchmmos.com/resources/IBAMA_document_Guide%20for%20monitoring%20marine%20biota%20translated_2005_04.pdf
http://www.oceanwatchmmos.com/resources/IBAMA_document_Guide%20for%20monitoring%20marine%20biota%20translated_2005_04.pdf
http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/pdf/jncc_guidelines_seismic%20guidelines_aug%202010.pdf
http://www.doc.govt.nz/conservation/marine-and-coastal/seismic-surveys-code-of-conduct/code-of-conduct-for-minimising-acoustic-disturbance-to-marine-mammals-from-seismic-survey-operations/
http://www.doc.govt.nz/conservation/marine-and-coastal/seismic-surveys-code-of-conduct/code-of-conduct-for-minimising-acoustic-disturbance-to-marine-mammals-from-seismic-survey-operations/
http://www.doc.govt.nz/conservation/marine-and-coastal/seismic-surveys-code-of-conduct/code-of-conduct-for-minimising-acoustic-disturbance-to-marine-mammals-from-seismic-survey-operations/
http://www.boem.gov/Atlantic-G-G-PEIS/
http://www.environment.gov.au/resource/epbc-act-policy-statement-21-interaction-between-offshore-seismic-exploration-and-whales
http://www.environment.gov.au/resource/epbc-act-policy-statement-21-interaction-between-offshore-seismic-exploration-and-whales
http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/oceans/management-gestion/integratedmanagement-gestionintegree/seismic-sismique/index-eng.asp
http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/oceans/management-gestion/integratedmanagement-gestionintegree/seismic-sismique/index-eng.asp
http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/oceans/management-gestion/integratedmanagement-gestionintegree/seismic-sismique/index-eng.asp
http://www.dcenr.gov.ie/NR/rdonlyres/1042F113-7ECA-43FB-B1E5-6C4CF81608F1/0/2014Underwatersoundguidance_Jan2014.pdf
http://www.dcenr.gov.ie/NR/rdonlyres/1042F113-7ECA-43FB-B1E5-6C4CF81608F1/0/2014Underwatersoundguidance_Jan2014.pdf
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o Sound Source characterization and Sound Propagation Modeling: knowing the 
introduced sound levels and how sound attenuates away from its source. Models 
are site-specific and source-specific.   This allows evaluation of potential 
exposures to animals. 

o Environmental Assessment & Impact Studies: knowledge of species present in 
the habitat in question, and knowledge about potential risks. 

o Temporal & Spatial Operations: to ensure that we try to avoid environmentally 
sensitive areas during key times of year. 

o Marine Mammal Observers: specially trained observers on each survey vessel 
dedicated to identifying marine mammals within a safety zone and alerting the 
captain/crew to potential further mitigations. 

o Exclusion Zones: the zone around a seismic air-gun array cleared of most or all 
marine mammals. 

o Soft Starts: gradual ramp-up in sound designed to gently clear an area of most or 
all marine mammals. 

o Passive Acoustic Monitoring (PAM): A system of hydrophones designed to detect 
vocalizing marine mammals, and used to determine location/position and hence 
provide additional warning for maintaining the exclusion zone for mitigation. 
This is used in concert with visual observations as an additional safeguard 
measure.  

 

Additional Evidence that Seismic Regulation Protects the Environment 

The US National Marine Fisheries Service recently stated:  
 
1. “There is no specific evidence that exposure to pulses of air -gun sound can cause 
PTS [physical injury] in any marine mammal, even with large arrays of air -guns.” 3 
 

2. “To date, there is no evidence that serious injury, death, or stranding by marine 
mammals can occur from exposure to air-gun pulses, even in the case of large air-
gun arrays.” 4 
 
3. “NMFS does not expect that any marine mammals will incur serious injury  or 
mortality in the Arctic Ocean or strand as a result of the proposed [offshore Alaska] 
seismic survey.” 5 
 
4. “Thus, the proposed [seismic] bactivity is not expected to have any habitat-related 
effects on prey species that could cause significant or long-term consequences for 
individual marine mammals or their populations.” 6 

                                                 
3 https://alaskafisheries.noaa.gov/notice/78fr28412.pdf . 
4 http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/pdfs/fr/fr76-58473.pdf . 
5 http://alaskafisheries.noaa.gov/notice/79fr36730.pdf . 

https://alaskafisheries.noaa.gov/notice/78fr28412.pdf
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/pdfs/fr/fr76-58473.pdf
http://alaskafisheries.noaa.gov/notice/79fr36730.pdf
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5. “Gray whales have continued to migrate annually along the west coast of North 
America despite intermittent seismic exploration (and much ship traffic) in that 
area for decades (Appendix A in Malme et al. 1984; Richardson et al. 1995), and 
there has been a substantial increase in the population over recent decades (Allen 
and Angliss 2010). The western Pacific gray whale population did not seem affected 
by a seismic survey in its feeding ground during a prior year (Johnson et al. 2007). 
Similarly, bowhead whales have continued to travel to the eastern Beaufort Sea each 
summer despite seismic exploration in their summer and autumn range for many 
years (Richardson et al. 1987), and their numbers have increased notably (Allen and 
Angliss 2010). Bowheads also have been observed over periods of days or weeks in 
areas ensonified repeatedly by seismic pulses (Richardson et al. 1987; Harris et al. 
2007).”7  
 
In addition, a recent NMFS Biological Opinion concluded that marine mammals are 
increasing in the Arctic alongside increasing oil and gas seismic activities there:  
 
“Available data do not indicate that noise and disturbance from oil and gas 
exploration and development activities since the mid-1970s had lasting population 
level adverse effects on bowhead whales. Data indicate that bowhead whales are 
robust, increasing in abundance, and have been approaching (or have reached) the 
lower limit of their historic population size at the same time that oil and gas 
exploration activities have been occurring in the Beaufort Sea and, to a lesser extent, 
the Chukchi Sea.”  
 
“To our knowledge, no whales or other marine mammals have been killed or injured 
by these past seismic operations, and the BCB population of bowhead whales 
continues to increase at an annual rate estimated more than 3 percent.” 8  
 

The US National Academy of Sciences’ National Research Council stated:  

 
“No scientific studies have conclusively demonstrated a link between exposure to 
sound and adverse effects on a marine mammal population.”9  
The US Bureau of Energy Management (BOEM) recently issued a Final 
Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement for a Gulf of Mexico Offshore 
Continental Shelf Oil and Gas Lease Sale. This final SEIS for the GOM concluded that, 

                                                                                                                                                 
6 http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2014-12-09/html/2014-28807.htm  
7 http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2012-05-01/pdf/2012-10386.pdf .  
8  Pages 64-65, ENDANGERED SPECIES ACT: SECTION 7 CONSULTATION  

BIOLOGICAL OPINION, Incidental harassment authorization to allow for incidental 
takes of marine mammals during shallow hazards survey in the Chukchi Sea, Alaska, 
2011 (NMFS 2011), at http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/pdfs/permits/statoil_biop2011.pdf .  
9 Marine Mammal Populations and Ocean Noise: Determining when Noise causes 
Biologically Significant Effects, Oceans science board (2005), page 15, at 

http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?isbn=0309094496  .  

http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2014-12-09/html/2014-28807.htm
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2012-05-01/pdf/2012-10386.pdf
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/pdfs/permits/statoil_biop2011.pdf
http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?isbn=0309094496
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despite more than 50 years of oil and gas G&G, “there are no data to suggest that 
activities from the preexisting OCS Program are significantly impacting marine 
mammal populations”:  
 
“Overall, within the WPA [GOM Western Planning Area], there is a long-standing and 
well-developed OCS [oil and gas] Program (more than 50 years); there are no data 
to suggest that activities from the preexisting OCS Program are significantly 
impacting marine mammal populations.”10  
 

 
Italy is Only Hurting Itself if it Criminalizes Seismic 

 
Making offshore seismic a crime is unnecessary to protect the environment. Regulating it 
rationally is.  Prohibiting seismic by making it a crime won’t help anyone or anything, 
and it could well damage the Italian economy by precluding access to a valuable 

resource. 
 
 
  

                                                 
10 Page 4-215 of document available online at http://www.boem.gov/Environmental-

Stewardship/Environmental-Assessment/NEPA/nepaprocess.aspx . Click on “Gulf of 
Mexico OCS Oil and Gas Lease Sale: 2012; Central Planning Area Lease Sale 216/222; 

Final Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement; Volume I: Chapters 1-4.   

http://www.boem.gov/Environmental-Stewardship/Environmental-Assessment/NEPA/nepaprocess.aspx
http://www.boem.gov/Environmental-Stewardship/Environmental-Assessment/NEPA/nepaprocess.aspx

