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FISHERIES AGENCY LISTS PUGET SOUND KILLER WHALES AS ENDANGERED 
 

A group of killer whales that visits Washington state’s Puget Sound every summer has 
been listed as an endangered species under the federal Endangered Species Act, the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s National Marine Fisheries Service (NOAA Fisheries 
Service) announced today. 
 

Known officially as Southern Resident killer whales, they were proposed a year ago for 
“threatened” status under the Endangered Species Act.  
 

“Recent information and further analysis leads our agency to conclude that the Southern 
Resident killer whale population is at risk of extinction, and should be listed as endangered,” 
said Bob Lohn, regional administrator for NOAA Fisheries Service’s Northwest region. “By 
giving it protection under the ESA, we have a better chance of keeping this population alive for 
future generations.”  
 

A species listed as threatened is at risk of becoming endangered; an endangered 
species is one at risk of extinction. 
 

The Southern Resident killer whale population experienced a 20 percent decline in the 
1990s, raising concerns about its future. Many members of the group were captured during the 
1970s for commercial display aquariums. 
 

The group continued to be put at risk from vessel traffic, toxic chemicals and limits on 
availability of food, especially salmon. It has only a small number of sexually mature males. 
Because the population historically has been small, it is susceptible to catastrophic risks, such 
as disease or oil spills. 
 

Southern Resident killer whales already are protected, as are all marine mammals, by a 
1972 law, the Marine Mammal Protection Act, under which the whales were officially listed as a 
depleted stock more than two years ago. A proposed conservation plan required by the 
depleted designation was published last month laying out the steps needed to restore the 
population to full health. 
 

The new listing under the Endangered Species Act will require federal agencies to make 
sure their actions are not likely to harm the whales. NOAA Fisheries Service said its ongoing 
efforts to restore salmon stocks in Puget Sound should benefit the whales. Other federal 
agencies’ efforts are likely to focus on toxic chemicals and vessel traffic. 
 
 The population peaked at 97 animals in the 1990s and then declined to 79 in 2001. It 
currently stands at 89 whales, including a solitary male that has taken up residence in a small 
inlet in British Columbia.  
 
 Although researchers have collected more than 30 years’ worth of information on the 
Southern Residents, agency biologists said there are major gaps in knowledge, such as where 
the animals go when they’re not in local waters. Because killer whales may live up to 90 years in 
the wild, existing data doesn’t cover even one full life span for older animals. Research by 
NOAA Fisheries Service scientists to fill these gaps will continue, the agency said. 



 
NOAA Fisheries Service is dedicated to protecting and preserving our nation’s living 

marine resources and their habitats through scientific research, management and enforcement. 
NOAA Fisheries Service provides effective stewardship of these resources for the benefit of the 
nation, supporting coastal communities that depend upon them, and helping to provide safe and 
healthy seafood to consumers and recreational opportunities for the American public. 
 

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, an agency of the U.S. 
Commerce Department, is dedicated to enhancing economic security and national safety 
through the prediction and research of weather and climate-related events and providing 
environmental stewardship of our nation’s coastal and marine resources. Through the emerging 
Global Earth Observation System of Systems (GEOSS), NOAA is working with its federal 
partners and nearly 60 countries to develop a global monitoring network that is as integrated as 
the planet it observes. 
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