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Dear Secretary Haaland and Director Williams:

As scientists with expertise in Pacific walrus (Odobenus rosmarus divergens) ecology, sea ice,
and/or climate change impacts, we write to convey our concerns about the future of this species
in the face of climate change and emphasize the need to promptly list the Pacific walrus under
the U.S. Endangered Species Act.! Swift action is necessary in light of the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) recent Working Group reports and Special Reports, which
describe myriad ways climate change is impacting and will continue to impact the walrus and its
habitat.>

In 2021, the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals rejected the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s 2017
determination that protection for the Pacific walrus was not warranted under the Endangered
Species Act.® That determination, based on alleged “uncertainty” about sea ice projections and
walruses’ presumed ability to respond to climate-induced changes in Arctic ecosystems, was
both scientifically and legally improper. The Endangered Species Act requires listing decisions
to be made “solely on the basis of the best scientific and commercial data available.”* Courts
have been clear that this mandate does not require the Fish and Wildlife Service to obtain the
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best science possible, but rather, the best science available.® The best available science clearly
demonstrates that sea ice is melting at an alarming and accelerating rate due to anthropogenic
climate change and that the Pacific walrus—dependent on sea ice for essential life functions—
will decline towards extinction as a consequence. Immediate action is required to protect this
imperiled species.

The Arctic Sea Ice Upon Which the Pacific Walrus Depends Continues to Decline

The Arctic ecosystems that the Pacific walrus calls home are particularly vulnerable to climate
change.® While the Earth has warmed by approximately 0.8°C since the late 19th century, the
Arctic has warmed by 2-3°C over the same time frame.” This warming has led to a rapid and
substantial loss of Arctic sea ice, particularly along Alaska’s coast.® Arctic summer sea ice extent
and thickness have decreased by 40% during the past several decades,® with each metric ton of
CO2 emissions causing a sustained loss of three square meters of summer sea ice area.'® The
Arctic lost 94% of its oldest and thickest sea ice during the past three decades, and the remaining
younger, thinner ice melts more rapidly.* Climate models project that the Bering Sea will
experience total sea ice losses of 60-90% by late century—and climate models have consistently
underestimated the rate of Arctic sea ice decline.’? As Arctic sea ice cover diminishes and the
ice-free season lengthens,® scientists anticipate that melting will accelerate at least through
2100, when their model projections end.!* Indeed, a nearly “ice-free summer Arctic ocean may
be realized within a few decades.”*® Remaining sea ice increasingly is more fragmented and less
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12 See Overland, James E. et al., Future Arctic climate changes: adaptation and mitigation time scales, 2 EARTH’S
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season, 41 GEOPHYSICAL RESEARCH LETTERS 4316 (2014); USGCRP 2017; HOLLAND, MARIKA & WALT MEIER,
WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT THE FUTURE OF ARCTIC SEA-ICE LOSS? (2018); Post et al. (2019).
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structured than the pack ice preferred by the Pacific walrus, with dire implications for the
species’ survival and persistence in a warming world.®

Sea Ice Decline Threatens the Pacific Walrus’s Survival and Persistence

The Pacific walrus depends on sea ice—particularly broken pack ice—for essential life functions
including foraging, courtship and mating, birthing and nursing, molting, and resting.’

Pacific walruses depend on sea ice to passively move them throughout their foraging grounds,
allowing them continual access to high-quality food patches.'® Many such food patches occur
over the productive shallow continental shelf, some too far from shore to be otherwise
accessible.’® Sea ice “broaden(s] ... the feeding distribution of this species markedly, which
permits greater overall walrus abundance.”? As the climate warms and sea ice melts, it becomes
more difficult for Pacific walruses to access critical food resources—resources that are
themselves undergoing climate change-induced shifts—with implications for walrus survival and
persistence.?! Loss of Arctic sea ice is leading to less effective foraging strategies and decreased
foraging range and, ultimately, will result in a decline in Pacific walrus abundance.??

Sea ice provides particularly important habitat for female and juvenile walruses, cohorts critical
to the species’ viability.?® For example, females tend to remain on ice in the summer while males
move to isolated beaches to rest and molt.?* Females and juveniles exhibit shorter foraging bouts
closer to sea ice, whereas adult males may venture beyond the sea ice for extended periods of
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time.?> While females and juveniles may use terrestrial haul-outs when sea ice is not available,
the locations used are not a functional equivalent. Land-based walruses must swim farther
distances to acquire food, which increases energy expenditure and results in reduced body
condition.?®

Reproductive-aged female Pacific walruses are showing reduced reproductive capacity that may
be related to cumulative stressors including sea ice loss.?” Virtually no suitable sea ice persists in
the Bering Sea in May, a critical time for walrus birthing and migration.?® Land-based haul-out
and birthing sites do not serve as an adequate substitute for sea ice. As mentioned above, these
sites do not occur in proximity to critical foraging sites, resulting in effects from increased
energy expenditure to acquire food (and thus reduced body condition) to nutritional stress in
calves to calf abandonment.?® Critical nursing habitat thus has become uncoupled from adult
foraging habitat. In addition, crowding on shoreline haul-outs increases the exposure of walruses
to human-caused disturbance, death by trampling, disease transmission,*® and predation by polar
bears.3!

Increasing Human Activity Places the Pacific Walrus at Increasing Risk of Extinction

Intensifying human activity in an increasingly ice-free Arctic places the Pacific walrus at further
risk. Offshore oil and gas exploration and development, shipping, and ecosystem perturbations
may impact walruses directly (e.g., displacement, ship strikes, oil spills) or indirectly (e.g.,
habitat degradation, impacts to prey resources).®? These threats, especially when coupled with
the threats posed by sea ice decline, place the Pacific walrus at increasing risk of extinction.
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The Pacific Walrus Must Be Listed Under the Endangered Species Act

In sum, ecosystem changes induced by climate change including sea ice decline increasingly
threaten the Pacific walrus with extinction.®® Given the species’ reliance on Arctic sea ice, the
rapidity of Arctic ecosystem change, and the species’ inability to adapt quickly enough to this
change,* the Pacific walrus is at risk of extinction or likely to become so in the foreseeable
future. It has been more than a decade since the initial petition to list this species, and the Pacific
walrus warrants immediate protection under the Endangered Species Act.

Sincerely,

Scientists signing this letter do so in their individual capacity and not on behalf of the institutions
with which they are affiliated.

Donald K. Perovich, Ph.D.
Professor of Engineering
Dartmouth University

Eric Stephen Post, Ph.D.
Professor of Wildlife, Fish and Conservation Biology
University of California, Davis

Timothy J. Ragen, Ph.D.
Executive Director
U.S. Marine Mammal Commission (retired)

G. Carleton Ray, Ph.D.
Research Professor
University of Virginia (retired)

Mark Serreze, Ph.D.

Distinguished Professor of Geography, University of Colorado
Director, National Snow and Ice Data Center

Fellow, Cooperative Institute for Research in Environmental Studies

Anthony D. Barnosky, Ph.D.
Executive Director, Jasper Ridge Biological Preserve
Professor of Biology, Stanford University

Kristin Carden, Ph.D.
Senior Scientist, Oceans Program
Center for Biological Diversity

33 See Jay et al. (2011).
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Jonathan T. Overpeck, Ph.D.

Samuel A. Graham Dean and William B. Stapp Collegiate
Professor of Environmental Education

School for Environment and Sustainability

University of Michigan

Stuart Pimm, Ph.D.

Doris Duke Professor of Conservation Ecology
Nicholas School of the Environment

Duke University

Terry Root, Ph.D.

Senior Fellow (University Faculty) Emerita
Stanford Woods Institute for the Environment
Stanford University

Carl Safina, Ph.D.
Endowed Professor for Nature and Humanity
Stony Brook University

Alan Springer, Ph.D.
Research Professor Emeritus
University of Alaska Fairbanks



