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The black abalone that were once thick in the waters off the California coast earned a dubious distinction today when biologists took the final steps in 
putting the mollusk on the Endangered Species List. 

Though it is debatable how much will change for the black abalone — which, like all other abalone, is off-limits to Southern California fishermen — 
scientists say the listing of the species speaks to the larger issue of the health of the ocean and could be used by environmentalists in their fight against 
global warming. 

“What it means for abalone is that we need to be serious about restoring the integrity of the ecosystem that supports them and supports us,” said Gary 
Davis, the retired chief of ocean science for the National Park Service. “If we are going to put all the pieces together, we can use these abalone as 
flagships for the environment and the ecosystem.” 

The wording in the listing of the abalone brings up how global warming may affect the endangered species if ocean temperatures were to rise. 

That inclusion has activists at the Center for Biological Diversity thinking about making the black abalone a poster child in their fight against global 
warming. The center petitioned to put the abalone on the list two years ago. 

The abalone, which were once found in great numbers off the Channel Islands, suffered a one-two punch that led to their rapid decline and population 
crash in the 1990s, said Melissa Neuman, a fisheries biologist with the National Marine Fisheries Service, which published the listing in the Federal 
Register today. After 30 days, the listing becomes official. 

Years of fishing greatly reduced the population numbers, but it was the “whithering syndrome” that was first found on Santa Cruz Island that dealt the 
devastating blow to the species, she said. 

The disease, which spread rapidly among the population, prevents it from digesting food and the abalone in turn starts to absorb its own body mass, 
including its foot which attaches it to rocks and reefs. 

They are now found in only a few places off the islands and off the mainland to the north. Recent surveys off Anacapa and Santa Cruz islands found 
about 320 in three places, said Kate Faulkner, chief of resources management of the Channel Islands National Park. 

A problem with patchy populations is that though they produce millions of eggs, they are broadcast spawners, which means they send eggs into the water 
and the males’ sperm fertilizes them. 

With so few pockets of them left, there is little chance for the sperm and eggs to meet. 

Neuman said it is still unclear how the disease was introduced to the waters or how to stop it, but it is certain that it spreads during times of warmer water, 
such as El Niño events. 

Because increased temperature is known to help spread the disease, any power plant that releases warm water into the ocean during cooling processes 
could now be subject to a consultation under the Endangered Species Act, if it is operating in what is deemed suitable black abalone habitat. 

This includes any renewable energy sources that use the ocean’s tidal motion to create power. 

But scientists are also worried about the effect of global warming on ocean temperatures. 

Brendan Cummings, the oceans director for the Center for Biological Diversity, said the abalone could become as emblematic as the polar bear in the 
fight against climate change. 

The polar bear was listed as a threatened species last year in part because of shrinking of sea ice as viable habitat in Alaska. However, in making that 
decision, government officials said that is not grounds for curbing activities that lead to global warming, such as building new coal-burning plants. 

But, Cummings said, the polar bear, and now the black abalone, will be used as a tool to do just that in future battles. 

“This species is important enough that we would have done (listed) it anyway, but that it highlights the impact of global warming on California’s ocean is 
part of the reason we chose to focus on it.” 

California Attorney General Jerry Brown, who recently sued the Bush Administration for radical changes to the Endangered Species Act, filed a letter of 
support to put the abalone on the list. He cited the need to include the effects of global warming on the species. 

Kevin Lafferty, a marine biologist with the U.S. Geological Survey, said any global climate change would affect many species. 

He doesn’t think the black abalone will suffer more than any other species, and he believes the majority of the blame for the abalone population crash lies 
with the disease. 



Lafferty can remember days when black abalone were a part of life along the California coast that seemed like it would never go away. 

“It does do something psychological,” he said. “This makes it official in the sense that this is an animal that is in serious trouble and a marine invertebrate 
that we thought was resistant to change.” 
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