
February 25, 2002 
 
Senator Maria Cantwell 
United States Senate 
717 Hart Senate Office 
Washington, DC 20510 
Fax (206) 220-6404 
 
SENT BY FAX AND CERTIFIED MAIL 
 
Dear Senator Cantwell, 
 
Your help is needed to prevent the extinction of Southern Resident orcas (Orcinus orca).  
The Southern Resident population of orcas is one of the most endangered populations of 
orcas in the world.  The population has declined nearly 20% since 1996, prompting the 
Canadian government to list the population as “endangered” under Canada’s endangered 
wildlife protection program.  The United States has not yet taken steps to protect the 
orcas; however, the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) is currently reviewing a 
petition to list the Southern Residents as an endangered species under the federal 
Endangered Species Act (ESA).  We ask that you monitor NMFS during this review 
process to ensure that the Southern Residents are protected under the ESA.   
 
Orcas are majestic animals that are an integral part of our natural and cultural heritage.  
They are a mainstay of our tourist economy, our love of the ocean, and our sense of 
brotherhood with other species.  The Southern Residents in particular have become a 
cultural landmark with people throughout the Pacific Northwest.  If these orcas are 
extirpated, human life in the Pacific Northwest would be greatly impoverished. 
 
PCB poisoning, declines in salmon (a favored Southern Resident prey), general 
ecosystem deterioration, and perhaps growing whale watching pressure are likely causes 
of the population decline.  With the ever-present threat of oil spills, boat collisions, 
fishing net entanglement, strandings, and disease, we may soon witness the extinction of 
the Pacific Northwest’s most magnificent and charismatic marine species unless 
affirmative conservation steps are implemented. 
 
The ESA is our nation’s strongest environmental law.  It mandates federal recovery 
plans, prohibits killing and harassment, establishes protected “critical habitat” areas, and 
ensures that federally permitted activities do not harm listed species.  Listing under the 
ESA is the first step to recovery, not only for the orcas, but for the entire coastal 
ecosystem.   
 
We ask that you monitor NMFS to ensure that the Southern Residents receive the 
procedural and substantive protections required by the ESA.  NMFS has already 
determined that there is substantial scientific information to indicate that the listing of the 
Southern Residents may be warranted.  Now NMFS must complete a status review of the 
Southern Residents and report its findings by May 2, 2002.  However, If NMFS fails to 



recognize the significance of this population the Southern Residents may not receive the 
protection Congress intended for wildlife populations under the ESA.  
 
As a public representative, we are asking you to take the following actions to ensure that 
Southern Residents are protected under federal law: 
 

1) Request a copy of all documents related to the distinct population of Southern 
Resident orcas currently being reviewed by the National Marine Fisheries Service 
from Steve Stone at NMFS’ Office of Protected Resources in Portland, OR; 

 
2) Inform NMFS that your office will inspect the documents and monitor 

implementation of the ESA to ensure that NMFS complies with all aspects of the 
ESA;  

 
3) Review the materials and write a letter to NMFS’ northwest regional 

administrator Bob Lohn explaining why the Southern Residents are precisely the 
kind of distinct population segment that Congress intended to protect under the 
ESA. 

 
Thank you for your time and support in this matter.  As scientists who have spent years—
and for some, decades—studying orcas, we believe that listing the Southern Residents 
under the ESA is not only appropriate under NMFS regulations, but also essential to the 
survival of the Southern Residents.  We look forward to working with your office in the 
future to ensure that the Southern Residents are protected for generations to come. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

Paul Spong 
OrcaLab 
Alert Bay, B.C. Canada  

 

Helena Symonds 
OrcaLab 
Alert Bay, B.C. Canada 

 
 

Naomi A. Rose 
The Humane Society of the United States 
Washington, D.C.  

 

Robert E. Otis, Ph.D. 
Professor, Dept of Psychology 
Ripon College 
Ripon, WI  

 
 

Dr. A.M. van Ginneken 
Erasmus University 
Dept. of Medical Informatics 
The Netherlands 

 
 

Craig Matkin 
North Gulf Oceanic Society 
Homer, Alaska  

  

  



Catherine Denardo 
Dept. of Zoology 
University of Washington 
Seattle, WA 

 

Val R. Veirs 
Professor of Physics  
Colorado College 
Colorado Springs, CO 

  
David Bain 
University of Washington 
Seattle, WA 

 

Jodi Smith 
Theodolite Killer Whale Tracking Study 
Friday Harbor, WA 

 

Cc:   Senator Dianne Feinstein 
 Senator Barbara Boxer 
 Senator Patty Murray 
 


