Navy Marine Mammals

David C. Morrison (News & Comment,
16 Dec., p. 1503) makes a laudable attempt
to provide a balanced view of recent report-
ing on Navy marine mammals. I do not
think, however, that he did an adequate job
of verifying information from media ac-
counts and other sources. His article conse-
quently contains factual errors. I cannot
confirm or deny the speculation about what
Navy missions dolphins actually perform,
since to do so might provide useful informa-
tion to potential enemies; therefore such
information is classified. I can state that the
Navy has never placed marine mammals at
risk intentionally and that mistreatment or
abuse is not allowed.

Morrison exaggerates the secrecy of the
Navy marine mammal program. For exam-
ple, the Navy operates within the guidelines
of the Marine Mammal Protection Act
(MMPA) of 1972. In 1973, a public hearing
was held on the Navy’s first permit (No. 12)
under the act, and, since that permit was
approved, required reports have been filed
with the National Marine Fisheries Service
(NMES). In 1986, Congress modified the
law to allow the Navy to take up to 25
animals yearly for operational purposes.
This is still done with concurrence of the
Secretary of Commerce and after consulta-
tion with the Marine Mammal Commission.
Rules and guidelines put forth under the
MMPA are followed. Morrison says that
“Quick Find is not considered a highly
classified activity.” Quick Find (1), the suc-
cessful object recovery system that employs
sea lions (Zalophus californianus), is totally
unclassified. Although many other applica-
tions and missions are classified, a majority
of the research has been published. In a
cursory review of publications from the
Navy marine mammal program, I counted
cight in Science and five in Nature. There are
numerous other papers in more than a doz-
en peer-reviewed journals (2); an article and
two books were written for a general audi-
ence (3).

Contrary to Morrison’s statement, the
autopsy report on the Navy dolphin that
died in the Persian Gulf is not classified and
has for a year been in the public record of
the NMFS. This dolphin, given the name
“Skippy™ in the press, was one of six Tursiops
truncatus with a unit from San Diego, Cali-
fornia, that went to the Persian Gulf in
October 1987. A military veterinarian as-
signed to my office accompanied the dol-
phins and did the postmortem examination
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when the animal died of natural causes 17
days after arrival. Analysis of tissues by the
Armed Forces Institute of Pathology in
Washington, D.C., and by other patholo-
gists confirmed the diagnosis of pneumonia.
In November 1987, I examined the other
five dolphins in the Persian Gulf and found
them to be in good health, which continued
throughout their tour there. I accompanied
these same dolphins on the return trip in
1988. They are now back in San Diego and
still in good health. I doubt that any marine
veterinarian has claimed that the death in
1987 was due to the “stress of being moved
to very hot waters of the Persian Gulf.”
Tursiops truncatus occurs in the Persian Gulf.
The Navy T. truncatus are from the Gulf of
Mexico. During the Persian Gulf deploy-
ment, the water temperature was within the
range of temperatures that are experienced
by T. truncatus in the Gulf of Mexico.

I agree with Morrison that “an increasing-
ly militant animal rights movement could
well spawn more Charly Tunas.” However
well-intentioned cutting nets to “free” dol-
phins may be, such acts are nothing more
than vandalism: the dolphins invariably stick
around. Trained Navy dolphins do their
tasks while swimming free. Each working
day, the dolphins have the option of simply
swimming away. Richard Trout (4), the
Seaco trainer whose accusations of dolphin
mistreatment have received much attention
in the media, did not, to my knowledge,
train free-swimming dolphins for the Navy.
Anyone who trains such dolphins under-
stands that abusive methods like those he
imagines would be counterproductive.

Sam H. Ripeway
Naval Ocean Systems Center,
San Diego, CA 92152
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4. Trout started with Seaco in 1985, working with a
group that trained sea lions for the Navy. He later
moved on to do training and other animal care tasks
with my research dolphins under the supervision of a
more senior Seaco dolphin trainer. I was surprised to
read that he had 15 years of dolphin training experi-
ence. According to his supervisor, Trout’s résumé
listed only 7 years of dolphin training.

Response: After stating that “speculation
about what Navy missions the dolphins
actually perform” is classified, Ridgway sug-

gests that I have exaggerated the secrecy of
the Navy marine mammal program. After
stating that project Quick Find is “totally
unclassified,” he adds that many “applica-
tions and missions” of the project are, in
fact, classified. The publications listed in the
bibliography published by the Naval Oceans
Systems Center focus on dolphin sonar,
hydrodynamics, behavior, and biology, not
on the operational aspects of the program,
which are highly classified. Seaco Inc. offi-
cials would not discuss Trout’s allegations of
dolphin abuse. All official Navy comment
on the controversy was, perforce, filtered
through public affairs officers. Such an offi-
cer told me that the autopsy report on
Skippy was still classified. I would have
welcomed an interview with Ridgway, had
he been made available for comment.
—Davip C. MORRISON

Snowbird II: A Dissenting View

I write to comment on Richard A. Kerr’s
article about the meeting on Global Catas-
trophes in Earth History (Snowbird II) held
this past fall in Snowbird, Utah (Research
News, 11 Nov., p. 865). Although Snow-
bird II was convened by the impact commu-
nity, the efforts of Charles Officer secured an
attendance of perhaps 30% whose views
differed from those of the convenors. This
more balanced presentation was rather dif-
ferent from that of the first Snowbird con-
ference in 1981, which came to nearly unan-
imous agreement that a meteor alone
brought about the Cretaceous-Tertiary (K/
T) extinctions. While Snowbird I was a
celebration of victory, Snowbird II is report-
ed by Kerr to have been a message of hope:
victory for meteors “seems to be in sight.”
There has been some evolution.

The major success of Snowbird II is that
the impact and the volcanic camps agreed to
cooperate in “sampling, intercalibration,
and analyses.” This concordance was se-
cured because of an opposition to extrater-
restrial causes that has gained considerable
strength.

In his comments on Snowbird II, Kerr
does not mention the report presented that
iridium was found with volcanic ash in the
Antarctic blue ice. He also does not mention
several reports of diachronism between ex-
tinctions and iridium, and he further ne-
glects the geochemistry reports indicating
that the iridium is likely to be derived from
the core-mantle boundary. Readers are
urged to review the entire proceedings of
the conference so that they may come to
their own conclusions.

Kerr mentions some preliminary reports
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