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CONGRESS HOLDS HEARINGS ON ANTI-SEA OTTER LEGISLATION

MONTEREY, CALIFORNIA (April 19 , 2012) – The subcommittee on Fisheries, Wildlife, Oceans, and 
Insular Affairs (part of the House of Representative’s Committee on Natural Resources) held a 
hearing today for H.R. 4043 – legislation that challenges the recovery of the southern sea otter. The 
threatened marine mammal, whose population declined to just 2,719 animals in 2010, is found in just 
a narrow strip of Central California coastline. 

In order to protect the handful of fishermen who fear competing with sea otters for shellfish 
resources, the southern sea otter has been restricted from expanding its range south of an arbitrary 
line near Santa Barbara, effectively creating a “no-otter” zone that stretches to the Mexican border. In 
August, 2011 the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service proposed to terminate the no-otter zone and allow the 
sea otter to naturally expand its range. H.R. 4043, introduced by Rep. Elton Gallegly (R – Santa 
Barbara and Ventura Counties) at the behest of fishermen, would stall that decision. 

H.R. 4043 requires that the no-otter zone remain in place until a so-called “Ecosystem Management 
Plan” be developed by Fish and Wildlife Service and the National Marine Fisheries Service. The bill 
mandates that such a plan somehow maintain current levels of shellfish harvests for a handful of 
fishermen in light of an expanding sea otter range. Shellfish is a favorite food of sea otters. 

Friends of the Sea Otter, an organization that has advocated for sea otter protection for over 40 years, 
joined a coalition of other conservation groups representing millions of members in delivering written 
testimony for the hearing.  The coalition denounces the bill as “dangerously counterproductive to the 
conservation and recovery of the threatened southern sea otter.”  The coalition has also submitted 
written testimony in opposition to the bill.

Providing testimony form a scientific perspective, retired Senior Wildlife Veterinarian of the 
California Department of Fish and Game’s Marine Wildlife Veterinary Care and Research Center Dr. 
David Jessup stated, “The growth and reproduction of shellfish (thus potential future harvest) is 
dependent on many large uncontrollable forces like ocean temperature, pH, nutrient levels, and 
plankton blooms.” Dr. Jessup continues that an Ecosystem Management Plan “does nothing for sea 
otter conservation or military readiness, and I would recommend dropping it from the bill.”

The sea otter plays a critical role in a healthy nearshore environment by maintaining underwater kelp 
forest ecosystems – one of the most productive and diverse ecosystems on Earth and habitat for a 
variety of other commercial fisheries and marine life. Sea otters promote the growth of kelp by feeding  



on the herbivorous sea urchin. When sea otters are absent from the ecosystem, sea urchin populations 
can grow unnaturally large and deforest huge areas of kelp habitat. 

“H.R. 4043 is laughably contradictory,” stated Jason Lutterman, program manager for Friends of the 
Sea Otter, “the bill calls for an Ecosystem Management Plan that would actually perpetuate the 
unbalanced state that Southern California’s nearshore environment has been in since the sea otter 
was hunted to extinction there in the 18th and 19th centuries.” 

“The best ecosystem-based approach to protect Southern California’s nearshore environment is to 
allow the sea otter to naturally return to its former range,” said Lutterman.  

Under the guise of national security, other portions of the bill would set up “military readiness zones” 
around three Navy facilities that would exempt the Navy from Endangered Species Act regulations 
meant to protect sea otters. Friends of the Sea Otter contends that these provisions in H.R. 4043 are 
also unnecessary, since there has never been a recorded incident of a sea otter interfering in military 
operations. “Because the Navy abides by these regulations for other listed species, it would not be 
overly burdensome to do so for the sea otter as well,” Lutterman stated. 

Friends of the Sea Otter will continue its strong opposition to this bill, which is one of the greatest 
threats to the recovery of the southern sea otter in decades.  
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Founded in 1968, Friends of the Sea Otter advances the conservation of sea otters by educating 
the public, supporting research, and advocating for the protection of the sea otter at the local, state, 
and federal level. 

www.seaotters.org. Contact: Jason Lutterman, Program Manager, at (831) 915-3275 or 
jlutterman@seaotters.org.


