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MCA applauds portion of ruling in Steller sea lion case 
Ruling viewed as victory for open and transparent fishery management process 

The Marine Conservation Alliance (MCA) applauds a judge’s ruling in the 
Steller Sea Lion lawsuit this week as a victory for those seeking a more open 
decision-making process  in application of the Endangered Species Act.  In his 
ruling Thursday, U.S.  District Judge Timothy Burgess found that the National 
Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) violated the National Environmental Policy 
Act (NEPA) by failing to prepare an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) and 
provide the public with sufficient opportunity to comment when the agency 
determined additional fishery closures were required to protect endangered 
Steller sea lions.  

“Although western Aleutian Islands 
fisheries involved in this lawsuit begin the 
season with fishing restrictions in place, we 
are pleased that the court acknowledged that 
there were flaws in the NMFS’ process which 
should now be corrected,” said Merrick 
Burden, executive director of the Marine 
Conservation Alliance (MCA), a coalition of 
harvesters, processors and communities 
involved in Alaska Groundfish and crab 
fisheries.        

 

The court deferred to the technical expertise of 
the federal agency in finding that it had 
properly applied Endangered Species Act 
standards in its determination that some of the 

fisheries conducted in the Aleutian Islands region of Alaska 
could jeopardize the recovery of endangered Steller sea lions. 
The State of Alaska and affected fishing companies initiated 
legal action to halt additional fishery closures because endangered Steller sea lion populations 
overall have been increasing and are estimated to exceed 50,000 animals in the US and another 

 
Judge rules on endangered 
Steller sea lion case.  
Photo courtesy of U.S. FWS. 
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25,000 animals in Russia. The legal action challenged the scientific basis for the agency 
determination and the process used to make that decision.  

With regard to the NEPA violation, Judge Burgess has indicated he will enter an injunction 
requiring NMFS to prepare an EIS in compliance with NEPA procedures, allow for public 
comment and provide meaningful responses to comments on the draft EIS.  The court will set a 
deadline for that action.  All parties in the case have until February 8, 2012 to file further briefs 
to address remedies in the case.  

Considerable debate remains about the cause of the population decline, including predation by 
killer whales and nutritional stress caused by climate change or competition for prey with 
fisheries. 

## 

For further information from plaintiffs in the case contact attorney Linda Larson at 206-292-
2612.  

About the Marine Conservation Alliance (MCA):  MCA is a Juneau and Seattle-based 
coalition of seafood processors, harvesters, support industries, coastal communities and CDQ 
groups that are active in Alaska fisheries.  More information at 
www.marineconservationalliance.org. 

 


