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Ī̀ lio-holo-i-ka-uaua (the dog that runs in the rough seas) is unique to the Hawaiian Islands, and tied to 
the land (`āina) and the sea (ke kai), in a place inextricably linked to the surrounding environment.  In 
existence for millions of years, Hawaiian monk seals were spread across the entire Hawaiian Island chain, 

but today are restricted largely to the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands. Now the official mammal of the state of 
Hawai`i is on a slippery slope toward extinction. Hope for the monk seal’s continued existence lies not only in 
the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands, but increasingly in the Main Hawaiian Islands. It is up to us “to take care of” 
(mālama) and protect the monk seal. 

What does “critical habitat” mean under the under the Endangered Species Act?

The Endangered Species Act of 1973 helps protect the areas most essential to threatened and endangered 
species.  One way this is achieved is through the designation of critical habitat. The government uses the best 
available science to identify the most important habitat for the survival and future recovery of at-risk species.

Critical habitat designation does not create a preserve or refuge. It does ensure that any action approved by a 
federal agency will not endanger the survival or recovery of the listed species or damage their critical habitat. Actions 
affected by critical habitat designation are those involving federally issued permits, licenses, or funds. Critical habitat 
requirements do not apply to citizens in activities on private land if a government agency is not involved.
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What are the benefits of designating
critical habitat?

Critical habitat designation lets people know about 
the importance of certain habitats to the recovery of 
the species. Critical habitat designation only affects 
decisions on a federal level, but the designation of 
critical habitat can also encourage both the public 
and private sectors to work together for the sake of 
threatened or endangered species, like the monk seal.

What is the current critical habitat 
designation for Hawaiian monk seals?

Currently, monk seal critical habitat includes all beach 
areas, sand spits and islets, as well as all beach 
vegetation, in the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands. 
Lagoon waters, inner reef waters, and ocean waters 
out to a depth of 20 fathoms (120 feet) around the 
islands are also part of the designation.

What is the proposal for expanded critical 
habitat for Hawaiian monk seals?

On July 2, 2008, the Center for Biological Diversity, 
Ocean Conservancy, and KAHEA: The Hawaiian-
Environmental Alliance petitioned the National Marine 
Fisheries Service to revise critical habitat designation 
for Hawaiian monk seals. The proposal would extend 
protections in the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands to a 
depth of 500 meters (~1,640 feet). It also proposes 
to extend critical habitat to the Main Hawaiian Islands, 
and include all areas from the beach to ocean waters 
out to a depth of 200 meters (~656 feet).

Why designate critical habitat for monk
seals in the Main Hawaiian Islands if it is 
already designated in the Northwestern 
Hawaiian Islands?

While critical habitat in the Northwestern Hawaiian 
Islands has been extremely important to Hawaiian 
monk seals, more and more monk seals are using 
the beaches of the Main Hawaiian Islands to give 
birth and rest. They are also feeding in nearshore 
waters. Despite declining population numbers in the 
Northwestern Hawaiian Islands, monk seal populations 
in the Main Hawaiian Islands appear to be increasing 
in size and are much healthier overall. As the total 
population of Hawaiian monk seals declines, the Main 
Hawaiian Islands have become an even more integral 
part of monk seal habitat. For millions of years the 
monk seal has lived in harmony with the Hawaiian 
ecosystem. Expanding critical habitat is necessary to 
give the monk seal a fighting chance to survive. The 
loss of these animals would not only be a loss for the 
oceans, but for all those on Earth who live in a delicate 
balance with one another.

Would a designation of critical habitat mean 
an outright ban on fishing?
No, the designation of critical habitat would not 
prevent fishing or other activities in the critical habitat 
area. Federally permitted fisheries may be required 
to make changes in the type of gear allowed or the 
timing of certain activities; however, a critical habitat 
designation by itself would not restrict access to 
fishing. Boating and fishing (both commercial and 
recreational) occur in the monk seals’ critical habitat.

What does critical habitat designation mean 
for beach-goers?

Will it affect my favorite surf spot? What about the 
area outside my condo or beach house? Critical 
habitat designation only affects activities that involve a 
federal permit, license, or funding. You will still be able 
to surf your favorite spot and enjoy other areas within 
critical habitat boundaries. But we need your kokua.  
Remember that monk seals are protected by the 
Endangered Species Act, so please follow monk seal 
viewing guidelines and comply with existing laws and 
regulations designed to protect monk seals.

For more information:
Center for Biological Diversity:

www.biologicaldiversity.org
KAHEA: The Hawaiian-Environmental Alliance:

www.kahea.org
Ocean Conservancy:

www.oceanconservancy.org
Hawaii Wildlife Viewing Guidelines:

www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/education/hawaii/
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