
Marine Mammal Commission 
4340 East-West Highway, Room 905 

Bethesda, MD 20814 

       29  January  2007  

Mr. Kyle Baker 
National Marine Fisheries Service 
263 13th Avenue, South 
St. Petersburg, FL 33701 

Dear Mr. Baker: 

The Marine Mammal Commission, in consultation with its Committee of Scientific Advisors 
on Marine Mammals, has reviewed the National Marine Fisheries Service’s 29 November 2006 
Federal Register notice announcing its intent to conduct a review of the Caribbean monk seal, 
Monachus tropicalis, under the Endangered Species Act and requesting information on the species’ 
status. We have reviewed our files and, with great regret, we have concluded that the species is 
extinct and should be removed from the list of endangered and threatened species. 

Fossil and archeological evidence, along with sighting records, indicate that the species once 
occurred from the southeastern United States through the Bahamas and the Caribbean Sea. A review 
of those records by Rice (1973) concluded that the last authoritative sighting was of a small colony 
of animals at Seranilla Banks between Jamaica and the Yucatan Peninsula in 1952. A few other 
unconfirmed sightings were reported from the 1950s into the 1970s, but at least some of those were 
reported to involve escaped California sea lions (Gunter 1968 cited in Rice 1973). Although the 
species may have been extinct when the Endangered Species Act was passed in 1973, the Marine 
Mammal Commission wrote to the National Marine Fisheries Service on 26 January 1977 
recommending that the Caribbean monk seal be listed as “endangered” under the Endangered 
Species Act and “depleted” under the Marine Mammal Protection Act. The reason for that 
recommendation was that such listings would allow the implementation of available protection 
measures in the event that new evidence was discovered indicating its survival. The species was so 
listed in April 1979. 

Since passage of the Endangered Species Act, several efforts have been made to investigate 
unconfirmed reports of the species in or near the western Caribbean Sea, Gulf of Mexico, the 
southern Bahamas, and Atlantic coast of the Greater Antilles. In 1973 Kenyon (1975, 1977) 
conducted an aerial survey of all the areas where Rice suggested that the species might still exist, 
including the central and western Caribbean Sea between Jamaica, the Yucatan Peninsula, Nicaragua, 
and the western Gulf of Mexico. He found no evidence of seals. At Seranilla Banks—thought to be 
the most promising location for seals—he reported several fishing boats and evidence of past fishing 
camps on the banks’ largest island. He also noted that fishermen were likely to view seals as 
competitors for fish and to kill them, as has occurred with Mediterranean monk seals. Considering 
the “ubiquitous human presence” in even the most remote areas where seals had formerly been 
reported, he concluded that the species had probably been extinct since the early 1950s. 

In 1980 David E. Sergeant of Canada’s Department of Fisheries and Oceans, Arctic 
Biological Station, searched some of the remote islands in the southeastern Bahamas by vessel and 
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interviewed local fishermen. His results produced a few new but unconfirmed reports of seals in the 
area from the 1960s and 1970s but he did not observe any seals. The Marine Mammal Commission 
contracted for a survey of local fishermen, sailors, and coastal residents along the north coast of
Haiti, including Île de la Tortue, in 1985. The survey report (Woods and Hermanson 1987) 
(attached) found that two of the 77 people interviewed reported having seen a seal, including one
considered to have been a reliable sighing at Île Rat in the Baie de l’Acul on Haiti’s north coast. 
However, it was not possible to confirm whether the sightings involved a monk seal or some other 
seal species. In 1997 Boyd and Stanfield (1998) interviewed 93 fishermen in northern Haiti, 21 of 
whom indicated that they had seen a monk seal. Here again, the authors were unable to confirm that 
any of the reported sightings involved Caribbean monk seals. With regard to seal sightings in this 
area, the Commission received a copy of a photograph of a seal taken in November 1991 at a 
Marine Research Station at Holguin, Cuba, on the island’s northeast shore. The station, about 75 
miles south of the area surveyed by Sergeant and 150 miles east of Haiti, borders the area where 
many reported seal sighting have occurred. That seal, reportedly captured two years before the 
photograph was taken, was clearly an otariid, and probably a California sea lion. 

Although both Boyd and Stanfield (1998) and Woods and Hermanson (1987) concluded that 
it was possible that Caribbean monk seals still exist, we believe that a sufficient amount of time has 
passed since the last reliable account of this species to conclude that the species is extinct. Caribbean 
monk seals must haul out on land to rear their pups. Given the growth of human populations in the 
Caribbean region since the 1950s and the lack of secluded habitat, stronger evidence of their survival 
almost certainly would have been forthcoming over the past 50 years if, in fact, they still survived. 
Also, given that all sightings of seals in the Caribbean region that have been documented 
authoritatively over the past 50 years have involved California sea lions or seals from northern 
North Atlantic waters (e.g., hooded seals), the Commission believes it is likely that recent 
unconfirmed seal sightings, such as those reported from northern Haiti, have involved species other 
than Caribbean monk seals. Accordingly, we believe it is reasonable and appropriate, albeit deeply 
regrettable, to now recognize the Caribbean monk seal as extinct. 

If you have any questions regarding the comments or information referenced in this letter, 
please call. 

Sincerely, 

Timothy  J.  Ragen,  Ph.D.
      Executive Director 

Enclosure 
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