
NOAA Fisheries has revised Critical Habitat for the endangered 
Hawaiian monk seal under the Endangered Species Act (ESA).   
The following Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) go into further 
detail about this process.

What is critical habitat?
Critical habitat is a term defined in the ESA, and refers to an area that contains 
habitat features that are essential for the survival and recovery of a listed species, 
which may require special management considerations or protections.  Critical 
habitat may also include areas that are not currently occupied by the species but will 
be needed for its recovery.  Under the ESA, Federal agencies must take precautions to 
insure that activities that they fund, authorize (permit) or carry out do not destroy or 
adversely modify identified critical habitat.

Why is NOAA Fisheries revising critical habitat now?
In July of 2008, NOAA Fisheries received a petition to revise critical habitat for the 
Hawaiian monk seal requesting the 1988 designation be extended in the NWHI and 
include new areas in the MHI.  Since the 1988 designation, new information has 
become available regarding monk seal habitat use.  The current information reveals 
that monk seals are foraging at greater depths than previously thought and that 
Hawaiian monk seals are successfully utilizing habitat in the MHI.  NOAA Fisheries 
is revising Hawaiian monk seal critical habitat to ensure protection for those areas 
that will support survival and recovery for this endangered species.

Hawaiian Monk Seal Critical Habitat

Who will be affected by a critical habitat designation?
Only Federal agencies are directly affected; however, non-federal entities will be affected if their activity involves federal 
funding, permitting, or authorization. For actions that may affect Hawaiian monk seals, federal agencies must already 
consult with NOAA Fisheries to ensure that their actions do not jeopardize the species’ continued existence. Additionally, 
for actions that may affect Hawaiian monk seal critical habitat, federal agencies must consult to ensure that their actions 
do not destroy or adversely modify their critical habitat. The final rule expands the scope of areas where agencies must also 
assess effects of their actions on Hawaiian monk seal critical habitat. 

The requirement to consult does not apply to an activity that does not involve federal funding, permitting, or authorization.

Will I still be able to recreate in beach areas that have been designated as critical habitat for  
the Hawaiian monk seal? 
Yes. A critical habitat designation does not regulate access to, and recreation on, the public beaches of Hawaii. 

Will I still be able to fish for subsistence or recreation from shorelines that have been designated as  
critical habitat for the Hawaiian monk seal? 
Yes. Many fishing activities in Hawaii have no Federal nexus (are not authorized or funded by a federal agency) and are 
not subject to ESA Federal consultations associated with this designation. Fishing activities in that State of Hawaii that are 
already subject to section 7 consultation will continue to work with NMFS to ensure that their activities do not jeopardize 
the continued existence of Hawaiian monk seals or adversely modify Hawaiian monk seal critical habitat. 

Critical Habitat and You

For more information on critical habitat (including maps) visit: 
www.fpir.noaa.gov/PRD/prd_critical_habitat.html
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Scientific Name: Neomonachus schauinslandi

Status: Endangered. The overall population is in decline  
due primarily to poor juvenile survival in the Northwestern 
Hawaiian Islands.

Threats to Hawaiian Monk Seal Survival and Recovery:
Food Limitation
Shark Predation
Infectious Diseases
Habitat Loss
Fishery Interactions

Geographic Range: The Hawaiian monk seal range is described as the Hawaiian Archipelago and Johnston Atoll.  
A majority of the Hawaiian monk seal population resides in the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands; however a  
growing population exists throughout the main Hawaiian Islands.

Monk Seal Habitat Use: Hawaiian monk seals are wide-ranging, air-breathing aquatic carnivores that spend a majority  
of their time in the ocean, but continue to rely on terrestrial (land) habitat throughout all life stages.

• Marine habitat use: foraging, socializing, mating, resting, thermo-regulating and traveling
•  Terrestrial (land) habitat use: resting, avoiding predators, molting (shedding), pupping (give birth), and nursing

Male Aggression
Human Interaction
Biotoxins
Vessel Groundings
Contaminants
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Hawaiian monk seal critical habitat in the main Hawaiian Islands includes terrestrial 
habitat that extends 5 meters inland from the shoreline between designated boundary 
points.  Marine habitat extends from the shoreline out to the 200 meter depth contour, 

but only includes the seafloor and marine habitat 10 meters in height.
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Why is the Proposed Hawaiian monk seal Critical Habitat Designation so Large?
The designation not only meets the biological needs of the wide-ranging, and solitary Hawaiian monk seal, but also takes into account the 
recovery needs of the Hawaiian monk seal by incorporating habitat within its range that will allow the population to increase and recover 
from its endangered status.

Are all the areas within the mapped boundaries considered critical habitat?
No, not all areas within these larger areas have the essential features of critical habitat. The 
designation recognizes that developed areas with hardened shorelines, such as seawalls, boat 
docks, or fishponds, do not meet the definition of critical habitat. Federal actions in these  
areas that will not affect the features that monk seals need to survive and reproduce and will 
not require habitat protections.

How did NOAA determine Hawaiian monk seal critical habitat?
Critical habitat is based on the habitat features that are essential for the survival 
and recovery of a species. 

The essential features for the Hawaiian monk seal include: 
• Significant coastal areas where seals haul out for resting,  

molting, socializing and avoiding predators
• Preferred coastal and marine nursery grounds where seals  

haul out for pupping and nursing
• Marine areas where seals hunt and feed 

ESA 4(b)(2) National  
Security Exclusion Area
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for Designation

Terrestrial Critical Habitat (extends  
5m inland from the shoreline)

Marine Critical Habitat (extends 
out to 200m depth contour)

In the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands
• All beach areas, sand spits and islets
• The seafloor and marine habitat 10m 

in height above the seafloor from the 
shoreline out to the 200m depth  
contour around:

1. Kure Atoll
2. Midway Atoll 
3. Pearl and Hermes Reef
4. Lisianski Island
5. Laysan Island
6. Maro Reef
7. Gardner Pinnacles
8. French Frigate Shoals
9. Necker Island 
10. Nihoa Island  

In the main Hawaiian Islands
• Coastlines 5m inland from the shoreline 

between designated boundary points  
(see website link on back for more details)

• The seafloor and marine habitat 10m 
in height above the seafloor from the 
shoreline out to the 200m depth  
contour around:

11. Kaula (includes only marine areas) 
12. Niihau (includes only marine areas 

10m-200m in depth)
13. Kauai 
14. Oahu
15. Maui Nui (including Kahoolawe, 

Lanai, Maui, and Molokai) 
16. Hawaii

Hawaiian Monk Seal Critical Habitat


