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Welcome – Introduction Charlie Hamilton
Appreciate the opportunity to be part of this panel on Local Community Involvement: The Marine
Mammals Protection Act and the Endangered
Species Act



Marine Mammal Protection Act

• Secretary of Interior (USFWS)
– Walrus
– Polar bears
– Sea Otters
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In Alaska all marine mammals are protected under the Marine Mammal Protection Act which was passed in 1972, the USFWS has regulatory responsibility for walrus, polar bears and sea otters. 





Marine Mammal Protection Act

• Moratorium on Take and Import
– Hunt, harass, capture, or kill

• Alaska Native exemption
– Subsistence, handicraft uses
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The MMPA established a moratorium on take and Import of marine mammals


Recognizing the importance of marine mammals to Alaska Native culture, Congress included an exemption in the MMPA which allows Alaska Natives to harvest marine mammals for subsistence and handicraft uses provided that the take is not “wasteful.”






Endangered Species Act

• Southwest Alaska Sea Otters
– Population decline documented in 2000
– Listed as threatened in August 2005

• Polar Bear
– Petitioned to list February 2005
– Listed as threatened in May 2008

• Pacific walrus
– Petitioned to list February 7, 2008
– Not yet had the opportunity to review the petition
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Additionally, based on decline in numbers, the Southwest Alaska Distinct Population Segment of northern sea otters, which occurs roughly from Lower Cook Inlet to the far west end of the Aleutians, was listed as threatened under the ESA in 2005.  While last year, following a three year review, the polar bear was also listed as a threatened species under the ESA due to loss of sea ice habitat.  Finally, the Service was also petitioned to list the Pacific walrus under the ESA; however we have not, as yet, reviewed that that petition.  



Endangered Species Act

• Moratorium on Take
– Hunt, harass, capture, or kill

• Alaska Native exemption
– Subsistence uses
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The prohibitions under the ESA are similar to the MMPA and include activities like hunt, harass, capture kill import and export.

However, in passing the ESA Congress also recognized the importance of wildlife and plant resources to Alaska Natives and similarly provided an exception which allows for the continued harvest of species which may be listed as threatened or endangered.



Subsistence Harvest
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I would like to take a moment to re-emphasize this point.  At a number of meetings I have been to a concern is often raised that a listing under the ESA will stop subsistence harvest.   However, both laws recognize the importance of wildlife and for the ESA plant resources to the Alaska Native community and they both provide exceptions for the continued harvest.




Provide for Involvement in the 
Assessment Process

• Sea otters listing included consultation with the 
Alaska Native Community.

• Recognized their concerns regarding the impacts 
of a listing to subsistence harvest.

• Developed a Special Rule under section 4(d) of 
the ESA that provides for continued cultural 
exchange.

• Alaska Native representation on the 
Recovery Team.
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Next I would like to discuss how local community involvement has been a part of our regulatory process.  As part of our status review for the northern sea otter, we looked at possible causes of decline and recognized that within the stock there was a very low level of harvest or, in many areas, no harvest at all.  We concluded that subsistence harvest was not contributing to the decline nor was it limiting our effort at recovery.

However we received comments and concerns associated with the impact of a listing decision on Alaska native sea otter hunters.

In further looking at the actual intersection of the laws, we recognized differences in the provisions of the MMPA and ESA could limit flow of information. For example, associated with the Alaska Native exemption under the MMPA is an understanding that Alaska Natives are culturally tied to Native People in Canada, Greenland and the Russian Far East.  A part of the exemption under the MMPA is to provide for the continued cultural exchanges between peoples. However, while the ESA exemptions for Alaska Natives allows for take and import, there is no similar allowance for export.  Thus, cultural travel by Alaska Native’s could be limited, and with it, limit the exchange of information.  Through the Special rule process, allowed for species listed as threatened under the ESA, we developed regulations that allowed for the continued exchange of information that can play a role in our understanding of the stock’s decline.

Additionally, as part of our recovery effort for the sea otter, Alaska Natives have membership on the Recovery Team.



Provide for Involvement in the 
Assessment Process

• Consulted with Alaska Nanuuq Commission as a 
peer reviewer of our Status Assessment for the 
polar bear as well as the proposed listing rule for 
the polar bear.

• Informational meeting and Public Hearing in 
Barrow with phone links to outlying 
communities.
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For the Polar Bear, the Service recognizes the importance of local perspectives on the status of the pb and that Traditional Ecological Knowledge can provide us with insight that we may have missed.  In order to ensure such perspectives were not lost, we asked the Alaska Nanuuq Commission to provide us with their peer review of our draft status assessment of the polar bear as well as the proposed listing of the polar bear.

Additionally, as part of the outreach and to ensure we received information on local perspectives, we held an informational meeting and public hearing in Barrow, Alaska, and linked in out lying communities, including Kaktovik, Gambell, Kotzebue, Shishmarif and Point Lay, so that resident of communities where polar bears may occur could understand what we were thinking and provide us with feedback.



Cooperative Agreements

• MMPA re-authorization in 1994, Congress 
included new provisions, one of which was 
Section 119.

• The purpose of this section was to provide a 
framework for Federal Agencies and Alaska 
Natives to “conserve marine mammals and 
provide co-management of subsistence use 
by Alaska Natives.”

C.Hamilton, AFE: 5 Feb 2009

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There are two other components of the regulatory process that I would like to discuss.  The last time the MMPA was re-authorized in 1994, Congress included some new provisions, one of which was Section 119  which is titled  “Marine Mammal Cooperative Agreements in Alaska.”  The purpose of this section of the Law is to provide a framework for Federal Agencies and Alaska Natives to “conserve marine mammals and provide co-management of subsistence use by Alaska Natives.”  Since 1997 we have had funding to work with Alaska Native groups including the Nanuuq Commission, EWC, TASSC, Aleut Marine Mammal Commission on a number of projects including population surveying, harvest sampling, and TEK knowledge, all of which have served to both expand our as well as Alaska Native understanding of the status of marine mammal populations.



Marking and Tagging Reporting Program 
(MTRP)
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Finally, our Marking Tagging and Reporting program serves several functions.  First under our regulations marine mammals which have been harvested must be tagged within thirty days.  At the time of the tagging we collect information like sex of the animal and location of the harvest which can help us to understand the nature of the harvested population.  This type of information collection is fairly typical



MTRP Villages

Sea Otter
Polar Bear
Walrus
Walrus & Polar Bear
Sea Otter & Walrus

140 cooperators in 105 communities for polar bears, sea otters and Pacific walruses
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What makes our MTRP program unique is the extensive network of resident local taggers in 105 communities in Alaska.  While the primary goal of this program is to facilitate the tagging of harvested animals.  We believe that these community resident taggers can provide important information back to their communities on our management activities, as well as provide us with local community concerns regarding marine mammals which we, in turn, need to address.  





We try hard to communicate effectively to 
interested parties to enhance involvement.
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Ultimately, we expend a lot of effort communicating with hunters, the Alaska Native Community and co-management organizations because we recognize not only the unique status of subsistence harvest under the laws but also the information we have is only part of the picture and we recognize the important contributions that can occur from your participation in the process.

Thank you.
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