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PRUDENT USE OF SONAR (UNDERWATER TRANSDUCERS) 
INCLUDING: ECHOSOUNDERS, FISH FINDERS AND DEPTH 

FINDERS BY RECREATIONAL BOATERS  
WITHIN 1KM (0.5NM) OF ORCAS 

 
Action Items:  

 
1. Determine whether it is safe to turn off or switch the frequency of your device.  

Examples of when it is not safe to turn off or switch the frequency of your device are 
when your vessel is in (or will travel to) an area with potential shoals, rocky shorelines, 
or underwater hazards.  

 
2. If it is safe to turn off or switch the frequency of your device, take the following 

actions based on your device type and proximity to orcas. : 
 

Device Type Proximity to Orcas Action 
Dual frequency devices that 
operate at 1kW 

Within 1KM • Switch device to 
operate in the 200 
kHz mode. 

• Set an alert to remind 
you to put your device 
back into the normal 
operating mode when 
no longer in close 
proximity to orcas.  

 
Dual frequency devices that 
operates at low power 
(660W) 
 
AND  
 
Single frequency devices 

When orcas are in view • Put device in standby 
mode 

• Set an alert to remind 
you to put your device 
back into the normal 
operating mode when 
no longer in close 
proximity to orcas.  
 

 
 
DISCUSSION: 
 
The Problem 
Certain frequency ranges from underwater transducers can impair the endangered 
Southern Resident orcas’ ability to locate and hunt for prey (food). This decreases the 
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likelihood of population recovery according to preliminary research by the National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).  
 
How you can help 
The recreational boating community can help reduce the level of underwater sonar 
exposure and interference to orcas by turning off or switching frequencies on their devices.  
 
Differences between low and high power devices 
Many echo sounders are dual-frequency at 50 (or 80) kHz and 200-kHz. The 200-kHz 
frequency does not overlap with the orcas’ hearing range for echolocation.  
 

High power (1kW) devices: Manufacturers have indicated that contemporary 
transducers that operate at 1kW have separate transmitters for each frequency. This 
means each frequency can be disabled at will, and that switching to the 200-kHz setting 
will stop the device from emitting 50-kHz pulses that overlap with orcas’ hearing into the 
water column.  
 
Lower power (660W) devices: Basic devices that operate at lower power (660W) are not 
able to disable specific frequencies but rather change only what is displayed on the 
monitor, which does not stop the device from sending 50-kHz pulses that overlap with 
orcas’ hearing into the water column. The only way to turn off the 50-kHz pulses from 
these devices is to put them in standby.  

 
Safety Reminder 
Boaters that turn off their devices or use “standby” mode should only do so temporarily. A 
countdown alarm (using a phone, wrist-watch, etc.) should be set as an alert reminder to 
turn the device back on before the time the vessel is expected to move closer to shore or 
into shallower waters, and/or re-activate the device when the orcas have moved farther 
away.  
 
This Standard of Care has been developed as the foundational guidance for the 
recreational boating community. However, to most effectively reach that target audience the 
Puget Sound Harbor Safety Committee recognizes that this guidance will need to be shared 
in other, more user-friendly formats and disseminated through broader communication 
channels that target the boating community.  
 


