
The Sacramento River and parts of 
San Francisco Bay could soon be 
designated critical habitat for North 
American green sturgeon following the 
settlement Friday of a lawsuit against 
the National Marine Fisheries Service.

The Center for Biological Diversity fi led 
the lawsuit against the National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration’s 
Marine Fisheries Service in federal 
court in Washington DC under the 
Endangered Species Act.

The settlement puts in place enforceable 
deadlines for all remaining overdue 
critical habitat designations for 
threatened or endangered species under 
the fi sheries service’s jurisdiction. 
Those species include the southern 
population of green sturgeon, native 
to California, Alaska, Oregon and 
Washington; and the elkhorn and 
staghorn corals and smalltooth sawfi sh, 
which occur in Florida, the Caribbean 
and the Gulf of Mexico.

According to Miyoko Sakashita, staff 
attorney for the Center for Biological 
Diversity, the National Marine Fisheries 
Service agreed to submit plans for 
habitat protection for the southern 
population of green sturgeon by April 
30, 2008. Those plans will be in place 
by April 30, 2009, Sakashita said.

According to Jeff Miller, a conservation 
advocate for the Center for Biological 
Diversity, the Sacramento River is 
the only known spawning location 
left for the southern population of 
green sturgeon, which was listed as a 
threatened species by the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service in June 2006.

Dams, pollution, pesticides and water 
diversion projects have made all 
other rivers in the region inaccessible 
for the 200 million-year-old species. 
Over-fi shing has also contributed to 
the decline of the population of the 
prehistoric fi sh, which has remained 
virtually unchanged over the past 100 
million years, Miller said.

Green sturgeon can live up to 70 years 
and weigh as much as 350 pounds. They 
have rows of bony plates for protection 
instead of scales and vacuum-like 
mouths used to siphon food.

According to Miller, the California 
Department of Fish and Game’s most 
recent information about the southern 
green sturgeon population estimated 
that two years ago there were fewer 
than 100 spawning sturgeon left.

Green sturgeon are particularly 
vulnerable to population depletion 
because don’t reach spawning age 
until they are between 10 and 12 years 
old and they don’t successfully spawn 
every year, Miller said.

Critical habitat designation is considered 
“the strongest layer of protection for 
endangered species,” Miller said.

Sakashita said that once critical habitat 
protection is in place, any future 
federally regulated project that could 
potentially impact the sturgeon would 
have to be approved by the National 
Marine Fisheries Service and any 
negative impact on the species would 
have to be mitigated.

The Environmental Protection Agency 
would also have to consult with the 
National Marine Fisheries Service 
before approving any pesticides that 
could harm sturgeon, Miller said.

Re-permitting of existing projects 
currently impacting green sturgeon 
could also be subject to National 
Marine Fisheries Service oversight, 
Miller said.
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