
Endangered Species Listing and 
Proposed Critical Habitat for  
Cook Inlet Beluga Whales 





Cause of the Decline 



 Background Knowledge 

•  Gestation:  15 Months 
•  Nursing: 18 months 
•  Parental Involvement is app. 3 years 
•  NMFS Conducts Only One Annual Survey 

–  Flying at 140 Knots 
–  Juvenile Belugas are the color of Cook Inlet 

Waters and are hard to count 





Recent History 

•  Co-Management Agreement Developed to 
limit subsistence take to maximum of 2 
animals per year in 1999 

•  Listed as depleted under Marine Mammal 
Protection Act (MMPA) in 2000 

•  Litigated at that time to list under ESA, 
intervention by RDC, AOGA, and 
Communities of Anchorage, Kenai, and  
Mat-Su 

•  Courts ruled in favor of maintaining listing 
under MMPA in 2001 



Recent History 

•  Endangered Species Act listing in 10/08 
•  Critical Habitat Proposed (3,000 sq. 

miles)  (Decision pending); economic 
analysis completed, but very 
inadequate (RDC completed additional 
economic analysis) 



Proposed Critical Habitat 
Designation 



Comments Received 

•  NMFS received 135,463 individual 
submissions (including public testimony 
during the four hearings) in response to 
the proposed rule.  





One of the Biggest Challenges: 

Misinformation 

• Center for Biological Diversity Website 6/11/07 







NMFS’ Economic Analysis 

•  In its economic analysis, NMFS 
estimates the proposed designation will 
cost local communities and businesses 
$600,000 over the next decade in 
additional regulatory oversight.  

•  This estimate is grossly inadequate as it 
does not factor in additional costs 
existing and future operations will have 
to pay to meet unnecessary regulatory 
requirements 



•  The Economic Analysis considers only 
incremental administrative cost of 
considering critical habitat in a Section 7 
consultation.  

•  While administrative expenses are no 
doubt a cost, they are certainly not the 
only cost of the designation, nor are 
they the only cost that is capable of 
being readily quantified. 



•  RDC conducted a study that gathered 
information from its members on the 
anticipated impacts of critical habitat 
designation. That analysis identified a 
number of other economic impacts of 
the critical habitat designation including:  
– monitoring requirements 
– project slippage 
–  loss of production 
– uncertainty 
– non-market costs 
– Project modification costs 



Results from 
RDC’s Economic Analysis 

•  The independent study demonstrates 
that the beluga whale critical habitat 
designation has the potential to result in 
economic impacts on RDC’s members 
ranging from $39.9 million and $399 
million annually (up to $3.4 billion over 
the next decade.)  



Potential Impacts 
The following is not meant to imply these activities will not 

occur; however there will be additional costs, time, etc. 
and these projects could be stalled or stopped 

•  Port Expansion 
•  Knik Arm Bridge 
•  AWWU discharges 
•  Commercial Fishing 
•  Sport Fishing 
•  Chuitna Coal Project 
•  Pebble Mine 
•  Military 

•  Oil and Gas 
Development 

•  Seismic Exploration 
•  Community 

Development 
•  Vessel Traffic (large 

and small) 
•  Tourism 
•  Others 







•  NMFS has previously stated: “No 
information exists that beluga habitat 
has been modified or curtailed to an 
extent that it is likely to have caused the 
population declines observed within 
Cook Inlet.”  

•  Three thousand square miles of critical 
habitat will not change this fact. 





• Land Ownership in Alaska 
– 365 Million Acres 

• Federal 210 Million Acres 
• State 104.5 Million Acres 
• Native Corporations 44.5 Million Acres 
• Conventional Private 2.7 Million Acres 

• Federal Wilderness in Alaska 
– 58 million acres (56% of national total of 105.7 million acres) 


