
When a species is listed under the Endangered Species Act 
(ESA), Federal agencies are required to identify and designate 
critical habitat.  The term comes from the ESA and encompasses 
specific geographic areas that are essential to the survival of a 
threatened or endangered species, and that may require special 
management or protection. 

Critical habitat DOES NOT mean that an area is immediately 
off limits or becomes a sanctuary. Critical habitat is ONLY 
considered if there is a Federal link to the action occurring in 
that area. So what does that mean? 

For the Western population of Steller sea lions, critical habitat includes a 
20-nautical mile buffer (and associated land, air and water) around all rookeries 
and major haulouts and three large offshore foraging areas. 

STELLER SEA LION 
CRITICAL HABITAT IN ALASKA: 
What it is and What it is not...

A Federal link means that: 
   •  A Federal Agency is proposing to do the Action occurring 

in Critical habitat (such as when the Corps of Engineers is 
involved in building a new dock). 

   •  A Federal Agency needs to approve a permit (such as 
approving construction of a boat harbor). 

   •  The Federal Agency has management of that activity such 
as ground fish fisheries in federal waters (from 3 to 200 
miles offshore).

   •  A Federal Agency is providing the funding for the work to 
occur (like when DOE is providing funding for construction 
of a new hydroelectric dam).

If a Federal link is there,  then the proposed activity must be 
evaluated to see if the activity would jeopardize the existence 
of the species, or if critical habitat would be adversely modified 
or affected. If either of those are found to be true, then 

alternatives to the proposed action need to be pursued, as the 
action as originally proposed cannot occur. 

Critical Habitat does not affect, for example: 
   •  Activities that are managed by the State of Alaska such as 

commercial salmon or herring fisheries. 
   •  Personal subsistence or sport fisheries that occur within 3 

miles of shore (State managed waters). 
   •  Customary and Traditional Alaska Native marine mammal 

hunting. 

In all of these instances, critical habitat has absolutely NO 
EFFECT and does not stop those activities from occurring. 
There may be other regulations that come into play, but critical 
habitat is not among them. 

Since the 1990’s, over 10,000 
sea lions have been hot branded 
under sedation with unique 
identifying marks. This allows 
Steller sea lions to be definitively 
re-sighted. Scientists use 
brand re-sight data to estimate 
survival, reproduction and 
determine movement patterns. 
The "=" on the middle sea lion 
here indicates that this sea lion 
was branded as a juvenile or an 
adult. Sea lions that are branded 
as pups are given a letter that 
indicates the birth rookery. 
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marine mammals. 


