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ENVIRONMENTAI, ASSESSMENT
oF a
NATIONAL MARINE FISHERIES SERVICE ACTION TO DESIGNATE
CRITICAL HABITAT FOR STELLER SEA LIONS

Summary

This environmantal assessment (EA) was praepared to analyze the
environmental and economic effaects of designating critical
habitat for the Steller sea lion (Eumetopias jubatus), a species
listed as threatened under the Endangered Spacies Act (ESA). The
National Marina Fisherias Sarvice (NMFS) is preposing to
designate (1) all Steller sea lion rookeries gnd major haulouts
(i.e. >200 Steller sea lions) located within state and Federally
managed waters off Alaska, including a zone that extends 3,000
feet (0.9 km) landward and vertical of sach rookery and major
haulout boundary, and that extands either 3,000 feaet (0.9 km)
seaward from rookaries and major haulouts in Alaska located east
of 144° W. longltude, or 20~nm seaward from rockeries and major
haulout sites west of 144° W. longitude; (2) all Steller sea lion
rookeries in state and Federally managed watars off Washington,
Oregon and California, including the zone that extends 3,000 feet
(0.9 kn) vertical and seaward from each rookery; and (3) three
agquatic foraging habitate within the ¢ore of the Steller sea
lion's geographic range, one aquatic zone located exclusively in
the Gulf of Alaska (GOA), and two aquatic zones in the Bering
Sea/Aleutian Islands area (BSAI). No adverse environmental or
economic effects are expacted to result from the proposed
critical habitat designation.

Backgroungd

Because of a drastic population decline, NMFS issued an emergency
interim rule on April 5, 1990, that listed the Steller sea lion
as a threataned species throuqhout its range and established
protective regulations and requested comments (55 FR 12645).
Since the emergency interim rule was only effective for 240 days,
an expeditious permanent rulemaking process was undertaken to
avaid any lapse in ESA status. Thus, NMFS decided to postpone
critical habjtat designation and consideration of additional
consarvation measures, and issued proposad and. final rules to
permanantly list the species that were essentially identical to
the emergency rule {(July 20, 1290, 55 FR 29793; _

November 26, 1920, 55 FR 49204). -

The final rule listing the Steller sea lion as threatened became
effective on December 4, 1990, and incorporated the protective
regulations established in the emergency interim rule.
Specifically, coincident with the listing, NMFS (1) prohibitad
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shooting at or near 8teller sea lions; (2) with limited
exceptions, prohiblted vessels from entering within 3 nautical
miles (nmi) (5.5 kilometers (km)) and individuals on land from
approaching within 0.5 mile (0.8 km) or within sight of listed
Steller szea llon rockerles in the Gulf of Alaska (GOA), Bering
Sea and Aleutian Islands (BSAI); and (3) limited the allowable
annual take of Steller sea lions incidental to commercial
fisheries to 675 animals in Alaskan waters and adjacent areas of
the U.S. exclusive economic zone west of 141°W longitude (50 CFR
227.12). These protegtive regulations are intendad to reduce sea
lion mortality, restrict opportunities for unintentional and
intentional harassment of sea lions, and minimize disturbance and
interference with sea lion behavior, especially at pupping and
breeding sites.

Since the species' listing, NMFS has implemented additional
regulations under the Magnuson Fishery Conservation and
Management Act (Magnuson Act) to reduce the possibla adverse
affects of the GOA and BSAI Federally managed .groundfish
fisheries on Steller sea lions, their habitats, and food
resources. Effective January 20, 1992, NMFS (1) prohibited
trawling year-round within 10 nmi of listed GOA and BSAI Steller
sea lion rookeries, (2) prohibited trawling within 20 nmi of the
Akun, Akutan, Sea Lion Rock, Agligadak, and Seguam rookeries
during the BSAI winter pollock roe fishery, and (3) placed
spatial and temporal rastrictions on the GOA pollock harvest to
divert some fishing effort away from sea lion foraging areas and
to spread effort over the calendar year. Protaective regulations
have focused on the gecgraphic area where the .8ea lion population
has experienced tha graatast decline. s

Urpocee

Section 4 of the ESA directs the Sacretary to designate critical
habitat to the "maximum extent prudent and determinable” at the
time a specias is listed. The ESA defines critical habitat as:

“(i) the spacific areas withir the geographical araa occupied
by the species, at the time it is listed ... on which are found
those physical or biological features (I) essential to the
conservation of the species and (II) which may require special
management considerations or protection; and

(11) specific areas outside the geographical area occupiad by
the species at the time it is listed ... upon & determination
by the Secretary that such areas are essential for the
conservation of the spescies ...."

Steller sea lions were listed as a thresatened .species under the
ESA in 1990, but critical habitat for this gpecies has not yat
been offlclally designated. NMFS has impleamented several

requlations concurrent with, and subseguent to, the listing to
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provide protection to essential Steller sea lion habhitats, and
believes that critical habitats for this species can be defined.
Thus, NMFS is now propesing to fulfill the ESA mandate by
designating critical habitat for Steller sea lions.

Esgential Habitats of the Staller Saa Lion

The physical and biological habitat features that support
reproduction, foraging, rest, and refuge are essential te¢ the
conservation of the Steller sea lion. For the 3teller sea lion,
essential habitat includes both terrestrial and agquatic areas.

Tarraestrial Habitat

The most well known Steller sea 1lion hablitats are the rockarias,
where adult animals congregate during the repnéductive season for
breeding and pupping. Rookarias typically occur on relatively
remote islands, rocks, reefs, and beaches where acgess by
terrestrial predators is limited. A rookery may extend across
low-1lying reefs and islands, or may be restricted to a relatively
narrow strip of beach by steep cliffs. Rookeries are occupied by
breeding animals and some subadults throughout the breeding
season, which extends from late May to early July throughout the
range. Female sea lions frequently return to pup and breed at
the same rookery in successive years (Gantry 1970), and this site
may be the same rookery, or approximate rookery (same island) as
the famale's natal site (Calkins and Pitcher 1982).

Steller sea lion rooKkeriaes are found from the central Kuril
Islands around tha Pacific Rim of the Aleutian Islands to Prince
Willjam Sound (Seal Rocks, at the antrance to Prince William
Sound, Alaska, is tha northernmost rookery) and south along the
coast. of North America to Afio Nuevo Island, California, the
southernmost rookery. Loughlin at al. (1984) identified

51 Steller sea lion roockeries; since that time, two additional
rookeries have been identified in Southeast Alaska (Hazy Islands
and White Sisters) bringing the total to 53 (43 of which are
within U.S. borders).

Hauloute are areas usaed for rast and refuge by reproductively
active adult sea ljons during the non-breading ‘season and by non-
breeding adults and subadults throughout the year. B8ites used as
roockeries in the breeding season may also be used as haulouts
during other times of the year. Many rocks, reefs, and beaches
are used as haulout sites; Steller sea lions are also
occasionally obsarved hauled out on sea ice and manmade
structures such as breakwaters, navigatiocnal aids, and floating
docks.,
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The Steller Sea Lion Recovery Team has ldentified 121 major
haulout sites. Major haulouts are defined as gites where greater
than 200 animals have besn counted. Thera are many more haulout
sites throughout the range that ara used by fewer animals or may
be used irrecularly.

Aquatic Habitat

Although they are most commonly seen and studied while on land,
Steller sea lions spend most of their time at sea. The principal
assantial at-sea activity is prasumably feeding.

Nearshore waters around rookeries and haulouts: Although for
regulatory purposes the waterward boundary of rookeries and
haulouts has been defined as the mean low watar mark,
biologically, the boundarias ara not that simply delineated.
Nearshore waters surrounding rookeries and haulcuts are an
integral component of these habitats. Animals must regularly
transit this region as they go to, and return from, feeding
trips. As pups mature they spend an increasing amount of time in
watars adjacent to rookeries, where they develop their swimming
ability and other aquatic behaviors (Sandegren 1970). Waters
surrounding rookerjies and haulouts also provide a refuge to which
animals may retreat when they are displacad from land by
disturbanca.

Rarting sites: 1In addition to rookeries and haulouts, sea lions
also use traditional rafting sites. These are locations where
the animals rest on the ocean surface in a tightly packad group
(Bigg 1985). Although tha raasons for rafting are not fully
understood, their widespread use and traditional nature indiocate
that they are likely an essential part of Stelley sea lion
habitat. AaAvailable jinformation is not sufficient to identify any
specific rafting sites that are in need of spacial management
consideration. Therafore, rafting sites are not included in this
critical habitat designation.

Food resources: Adequata food rascurcas are an essentilal
component of the Steller sea lion's aguatic habitat. Steller sea
lions are opportunistic carnivores that prey predominantly upon
demersal and off-bottom schooling fishes; invertebrates, e.d.,
squid and octopus, also appear to he reqular componants of their
diet (Pitcher 1981). Prey consumption is expected to vary
geographically, seasonally, and over years in response to
fluctuations in prey abundance and availability (Pitcher 1981,
Hoover 1988). .

Data on Steller sea lion prey consumption are fairly limited.
Results of limited diet studies conducted in Alaska since 1978

indicate that walleye pollock (Theraqra ghalcogramma) has bean
the principal praey in all areas over this time, period, with
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Pacific cod (Gadugs magrgoephalus), octopus (Ootopus sp.), sguid
(Gonatidae), Pacific herring (Clupea haranqus), Pacific salmon
(Qggng;gyggggg gpp.), capelin (Mallotus villosgug), and flatfishas
(Pleuronectidae) also consumed (Pitcher 1981, Calkins and Pitcher
1982, Calkins and Goodwin 1988, Lowry gt al., 1989). Few data are
available on Steller sea lion prey preferences in Alaska prior to
1975; howaver, what data are available indicate that pollock may
have been a less important component of the diet in previous
yaars (Fiscus and Baines 1966, Pitcher 198l1). Limited food
habits data from California and Orxegon show a predominance of
rockfish {(S¢orpaenidae) and hake (Merluccius productus) in the
diet, with flatfish, squid, octopus, and lamprey (Lampetra
tridentatus) also eaten.

Foraging habitats: 8pecific foraging sites, and their constancy
aver time, have not been well defined. NMFS' .ongoing studies in
the central GOA and Aleutian Islands using satellite telematry
are providing more detailed information on feeding areas and
diving patterns in Alaskan waters.

NMFS has daployed 52 satellita-linked time depth recorders on
Steller sea lions since 1989. Results indicate that waters in
the vicinity of rookeries and haulouts are important foraging
habitats, particularly for post-parturient females and young
animals. These investigations strongly suggest that sea lion
foraging strategies and ranges change seasonally, and according
to the age and reproductive status of the animal.

sSunmertime foraging by postpartum femalas, whose foraging ranga
is probably restricted by the need to return to the rcokery to
nurse pups, appears to occur mainly in relatively shallow waters
within 20 nmi of the rookeries. Data from tagged animals without
pups and females with pups during the winter indicate that adult
sea lions have the ability to forage at locations far ramoved
from thelr rookeries and haulout sites and at great depths. Sea
lion pups by their 6th month are also capable of travelling
extended distances from land. However, dive depth appears to be
more limited and may restrict foraging success. FPew observed
dives by juvenile sea lions (younger than 11 months) have
exceeded 20 meters (m), whareas adult animals have been chserved
diving to depths greater than 250.

Need for Bpecial Management Considerations or Protaection

The following discussion outlines the specific, essential habitats
that may require special management considerations or protection.
Under separate rulamakings, NMFS has already determinad thar
certain Steller sea lion habitats require special management
considerations or protection and has limited human activities in
these areas. These management actions and the essential habitats
they protect are also described below.

5
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Texyestrial Habitat

The Steller sea lion's use of traditional sites and the link of
territorial males, postpartum females, and pups to rockery sites
during the breeding season make them particularly vulnerable to
intentional harassment. Observed rasponsas to human disturbance
vary from no reaction at all to mass stampedes into tha water,
In some cases, haulout sites have been completely abandoned after
repaated disturbances whereas in other cases sea lions have
continued to use sitas aven after extreme haradsment (Hoover,
1988). The remote locations of most rockeries and haulouts help
to reduce the fregquency of harassment, but diaturbance of sea
lions by air and water craft continues to occur. Steller sea
lions are vulnerable to harassmant and disruption of essential
life functions (e.g., breeding, pup care, and rest) at rookeries
and haulouts throughout their range.

Aquatic Habitat

Nearshore waters around rookeries and haulouts: Nearshore waters
associated with terrestrial habitats are subject to the same
types of disturbance as rookeries and haulouts. NMFS has
prohibited vessal entry within 3 nmi of all Steller sea lion
rockeries west of 150°W longitudae, the area whare tha greatest
population decline has occurred, primarily to protect zea liuns
using these habitats frowm intentional and unintentional
harassment. The Steller Sea Lion Recovery Team has recommended
that waters extending 3,000 feet from rookeries and major
haulouts are essential habitats that merit special management
consideration.

Prey resources and foraging habitats: Reduction in food
availability, quantity, and/or quality is considered to be a
possible factor in the Stellar sea lion population decline
(Calkins and Goodwin 1988, Merrick et al. 1987, Loughlian and
Merrick 1989, Lowry gt al. 1989). Most of the'data on proximatae
causes of the Alaska sea lion decline point to reduced juvenile
survival as a significant causative agent. There are also
indications that decreased juvenile survival is due to a lack of
food peost weaning and during the winter/spring of the first year.
Calking and Goodwin (1988) found that Steller sea lions collected
in the GOA in 1985-1986 were significantly smaller (girth,
weight, and standard length) than same aged animals c¢ollected in
the GOA in the 1970s. Reduced beody size at age was interpreted
as an indicator of nutritional stress.

Conservation and managemant of prey resources and foraglng areas
appears essential to the recovery of the Steller sea lion
population. The guality and gquantity of these resources may be
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degraded by human activities, e.g., pollutant discharges, habitat
losses associated with human development, and commercial
fisheries. Avallable data indicate that contamination of sea
lion food resources by anthropogenic pollutants has not been a
significant factor in the Steller sea lion decline. changes in
prey base due to physical habitat alteration also appear
insignificant. Local degradation of sea lion food resources may
occur near human population centars, along shipping lanes, and
near drill sites. Presently, there is insufficient 1nformation
to identify any specific geographic areas where additicnal
management measures to protect sea lion food resources from
contaminant inputs and habitat losz, beyond the ex;st;ng State
and Federal regulations, ars nacessary -

The relationship between commercial fisheries and the Steller sea
lion's ability to obtain adequate food is preséntly unclear. The
BSAI/GOA geographic region where Steller sea lions have
experienced the greatast population daclins is also an area where
large commercial fishaeries have devaloped. Many of the Steller
sea lion's preferred prey species are harvested by commercial
fisharies in this region, and food availability to Steller sea
lions may be affacted by fishing. At present, NMFS believes that
the exploitation rates in Federally managed fisheriaes ara
unlikely to diminish the overall abundance of fish stocks
important to 8teller sea lions. Howsever, spatial and temporal
regulation of fishery removals in some areas appears necessary to
ensure that local deplation of preay stocks in essential habitats
does not occur. K

Becausa of concerns for the affects of commercial fisheries on
Steller sea lions, NMFS amended the BSAI and GOA groundfish
Fishery Management Plans to reduce the likelihood that commercial
groundfish removals would deplete Steller sea lion prey abundance
in essential habitats. Under the Magnuson Act, NMPS (1)
prohibitad trawling year-round within 10 nmji of listad GOA and
BSAI Steller sea lion rookerias; (2) prohibited trawling within
20 nmi of the Akun, Akutan, Sea Lion Rock, Agligadak, and Seguam
rookeries during the BSAI winter pollock roe fishery to mitigate
concentrated fishing effort on the southeastern Bering Sea shelf
and in Sequam Pass; and (3) placed spatial and.temporal
rastrictions on tha GOA pollock harvest to divart some fishing
effort away from sea lion roraqing areas and to spread effort
over the calendar year. NMFS is also proposing to expand
seasonally the 10 nmi no trawl zone around Ugamak Island in the
eastern Aleutians to 20 nmi (57 FR 57726; December 7, 1892). The
expanded seasonal buffer at Ugamak Ieland is intended to better
encompass Stellar sea lion winter habitats and juvenile foraging
areas in this region during the BSAI winter pollock fishery.
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Essential Stellaer sea lion prey resources and foraging habjitats
also occur outside of the GOA and BSAXI. However, we presantly do
not have sufficient information to identify spdcific foraqlng
areas to the east of 144°W longitude that requlre special
management considerations.

Description of Alternatives

Altarnativae 1-—Status gquo - No critical habitat designation:
Under this alternative, oritical habitat for Steller sea lions
would not be designated.

Alternative 2--Designation of (1) all Steller sea lion rookeries
and major haulouts (i.ae. >200 Steller sea lions) located within
state and Pederally managed waters off Alaska, including a zone
that extends 3,000 feet (0.9 km) landward and vertical of each
rookery and major haulout boundary, and that extends either 3,000
feet (0.9 km) seaward from rookeries and major haulouts in Alaska
locataed east of 144° W. longitude, or 20-nm seaward from
rookeries and major haulout sites west of 144° 'W. longitude; (2)
all Steller sea lion rookeries in state and Federally managed
watars off Washington, Oregon and California, including the zcone
that extends 3,000 feet (0.9 km) vertical and seaward from each
rookery. These areas provide essential habitat for breeding,
rearing of pups, rest, and refuge and are vulnerable to human
disturbance.

Alternative 3-—Deaignation of (1) all Steller sea lion rookeries
and major haulouts (i.e. >200 Steller sea lions) located within
state and Federally managed waters off Alaska, including a zone
that extends 3,000 feat (0.9 km) landward and vertical of each
rookery and major haulout boundary, and that extends aither 3,000
feat (0.9 km) seaward from rookeries and major haulouts in Alaska
located east of 144° W. longitude, or 20-nm seaward from
rookeries and major haulout sites west of 144° W. longitude; (2)
all Steller sea lion rookeries in state and Federally managed
waters off Washington, Oregon and California, including the zone
that extends 3,000 feet (0.9 km) vertical and seaward from each
rookery; and (3) threa aquatic foraging habitats within the core
of the Steller sea lion's gaographic range, one aquatic zone
located exclusively in the Gulf of Alaska (GOA), and two aquatic
zones in the Baring Sea/Aleutian Islands area (BSAl} (Figures 1-
3). These areas provide essential habitat for breeding, rearing
of pups, reat, refuge, and teeding.

fnvironmental a i itical
Designation

The designation of critical habitat does not, in itself, restrict

human activities within the area or mandate any specific
management or recovary action. A critical habitat designation

8
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contributes to species conservation prinnrlly by identifying
critically important areas and describing the features within the
areas that are essential to the species, thus alerting public and
private entities tc the importance of the area.

Under the E8A, the only direct impact of a critical habitat
designation is under the provisions of section 7. Section 7
applies only to actions with Federal involvement, and does not
affact strictly state or private activities. UUnder the section 7
provisione, a designation of critical habitat would reguire
Federal agencies to ensure that any action they authorize, fund,
or carry out is not likely to destroy or adversely modify the
dasignated aritical habitat, Activitias that adverssly modlfy
critical habitat are defined as those actions that "appreciably
diminish the value of critical habitat for both the survival and
recovery" of the species (50 CFR 402,02).

With or without a critical habitat designation, Fedaral agencies
rust ensure that their actions are not likely to jeopardize the
continued existence of the listed species. Activities that
jeopardize a species are defined as those actions that
*reasonably would be expected, directly or indirectly, to reduce
appreciably the likelihood of both the survival and recovery of
the spacies™ (50 CFR 402.02). Activities that.destroy or
adversely modify critical habitat also are expected to jeopardize
the specias. Therefore, the protection provided by a critical
habitat designation essentially duplicates the ‘protection
provided under the section 7 jeopardy provision.

Critical habitat designation may provida additional banefits to a
species aover listing alone in cases where arsas cutside of the
species' current rangs have been designated. In thesae cases, it
is expected that Federal agencies would be required to consult on
addjtional actions coccurring in these areas. HNo critical habirtat
outside the range of the Steller sea lion is proposad for
designation in this casa; thus, no additional consultations are
likely.

NMFS has already reinitiated ESA section 7 consultation on
Faderal actions that occur within the range of the Stallar sea
lion, including these that occur within these proposed critical
habitat areas. Section 7 consultations on the Federally managed
groundfish fisheries of the BSAI and GOA management areas have
resulted in changes in the manner in which these fisheries are
prosecuted, specifically to protact Steller sea lions and thair
essantial habitats. Economi¢ effacts attributable to thesa
regulations were analyzed in the EA and other regulatory
documaents produced in support of thaese decisions. Thasa aconomic
effects are attributable to the species listing. The economic
effects of any additicnal requlations deemed necessary as a
result of future section 7 consultations will be assessed at the

9
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time they are praoposed. 8Such additional restrictions would be
expacted to occur with or without the proposed Grltlcal habitat
designation.

In summary, ho specific restrictions on human activities or
additiocnal protaction for Steller sea lions beyond those already
provided by the species listing are associated with this critical
habitat designation. No significant environmental or economic
effects are expected to result from a critical habitat
designation for sSteller sea lions.

Comparison of Alternatives

Alternative 1 iz not considered feasible since it would be
inconsistent with tha ESA. Thae ESA mandataes NMFES to designate
critical habitat in all situatiocns where critical habitat can be
determined and the designation would be beneficial to the
species. Essential habitats for Steller sea lions that are in
naed of special management considerations are identifiable, - in
fact, NMPS has already takan steps to protact scme of these
areas. Designation of critical habitat would benefit Steller sca
lions because Federal, state, and private entities would be
better informed reqgarding the importance of these habitats.

Alternative 2 focuses only on terrestrial habitats and does not
include essential aquatic foraging habitat.

Alternative 3 iz the preferred altaernative which encompasses both
aquatic foraging habitats and tarrestrial sitas.

conclusjion

This EA analyzes the environmental and economic effects of
designating critical habitat for tha Stellar sea lion. Of the
alternatives considered, Alternative 3 best describes the
easential habitats of the Steller sea lion that may reguire
spaecial management considerations, and has been salected as the
preferred action. Under Alternative 3, all rookeries, major
haulouts, nearshora waters assoclated with these habitats, and
specific foraging habitats in the BSAI and GOA would be
designated. No adverse environmental or economic effects are
agsociated with any of the altarnatives considered, including the
proposed action.

Findi £ No Sianificant I :

Nona of tha alternatives is likaly to affaect sjignificantly the -
quality of the human environment, and the preparation of an
environmental impact statement for selection of any alternative

10
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as the proposed action is not required by section 102(2) (C) of
the National Environmantal Policy Act or its implementing
regulations.

Dated: “"2-'1" q.3

am W. FOX, Jr.
Acting Assistant Administrator
for Fisharies
National Marine Fisheries Service
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
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