
Bearded Seals and Ringed Seals:
Critical Habitat Under the 
Endangered Species Act

On April 1, 2022, NOAA 
Fisheries published final rules 
designating critical habitat in the 
northern Bering, Chukchi, and 
Beaufort seas off the coast of 
Alaska for the Beringia distinct 
population segment (DPS) of 
bearded seals and Arctic ringed 
seals. Both species were listed 
as threatened under the ESA in 
December 2012. While these 
species presently exist in 
relatively high numbers, they 
face significant threats from 
climate change, in particular 
alteration of the sea ice habitat 
they rely upon for many aspects 
of their life cycles. The listing 
determinations, status review 
reports, and other background 
information is available via the 
“Find a Species” link at: 
www.fisheries.noaa.gov.
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Some Frequently Asked Questions

What is critical habitat?
Critical habitat is defined in the 
Endangered Species Act (ESA) as specific 
areas within the geographical area 
occupied by the species that contain 
physical or biological features essential to 
the conservation of a threatened or 
endangered species (i.e., essential to 
support the life-history needs of the 
species) and that may require special 
management considerations or protection. 
Critical habitat may also include areas 
outside the geographical area occupied by 
the species if it is determined that such 
areas are essential for the conservation of 
the species. Critical habitat is a regulatory 
tool for managing federal activities and is 
used to help conserve listed species. 

How is critical habitat designated?
When designating critical habitat, NOAA 
Fisheries is required to use the best 
scientific data available, in an open public 
process, and within specific timeframes. 
Before designating critical habitat, the 
agency must consider economic impacts, 
impacts on national security, and other 
relevant impacts of the designation. The 
Secretary of Commerce may exclude any 
particular area from critical habitat if the 
Secretary determines the benefits of that 
exclusion outweigh the benefits of 
specifying the particular area as part of the 
critical habitat. However, the Secretary 
cannot exclude a particular area, if based 
on the best scientific and commercial 
information available, it is determined that 
the failure to designate that area as critical 
habitat will result in the extinction of the 
species concerned.

What is the effect of a critical habitat 
designation?
When critical habitat is designated, it 
triggers a regulatory requirement under 
section 7(a)(2) of the ESA: federal 
agencies must ensure that any actions 
they authorize, fund, or undertake are not 
likely to destroy or adversely modify the 
value of the critical habitat as a whole for 
the conservation of the particular listed 
species. This is in addition to the existing 
requirement that federal agencies ensure 
their actions are not likely to jeopardize 
the continued existence of listed species. 
Federal agencies are required to consult 
with NOAA Fisheries whenever their 
project or action may affect a listed 
species or designated critical habitat. If a 
proposed federal action is likely to have an 
adverse effect on critical habitat and/or 
listed species, NOAA Fisheries works with 
the action agency to identify measures to 
minimize those adverse effects. These 
consultation requirements do not apply to 
activities that do not involve federal 
funding, permitting, or authorization.

Will critical habitat designations for 
ringed and bearded seals affect the 
subsistence harvest exemption for Alaska 
Natives under the ESA?
No. Designation of critical habitat will not 
affect the continued subsistence harvest 
of these species.
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What areas are designated as critical habitat for 
bearded and ringed seals?
The areas designated as critical habitat are 
located in the northern Bering, Chukchi, and 
Beaufort seas off the coast of Alaska. The 
essential features of critical habitat for each 
species include: for ringed seals, sea ice suitable 
for the formation and maintenance of snow-
covered birth lairs used for sheltering pups 
during whelping and nursing, sea ice suitable for 
basking and molting, and primary prey resources; 
and for bearded seals, sea ice suitable for 
whelping and nursing, sea ice suitable for 
molting, and primary prey resources. The specific 
boundaries of critical habitat differ between the 
two species, reflecting differences in where the 
essential habitat features for each species are 
found. The final designation for ringed seals 
excludes an area north of the Beaufort Sea shelf 
used by the Navy for training and testing 
activities, based on national security impacts.

Bearded and ringed seals are associated with 
sea ice much of the year. Do the areas 
designated as critical habitat remain critical 
habitat when sea ice is not present at any given 
time?
Yes. The critical habitat designations apply even 
when sea ice is absent. If a proposed action with 
federal involvement would occur when sea ice is 
unlikely to be present, analysis of potential 
effects on critical habitat would take that 
expected absence of ice into consideration.

Where can I find more information about the critical habitat designations for bearded and 
ringed seals?
Bearded seal critical habitat: www.fisheries.noaa.gov/action/designation-critical-habitat-
beringia-distinct-population-segment-bearded-seal

Ringed seal critical habitat: www.fisheries.noaa.gov/action/designation-critical-habitat-arctic-
subspecies-ringed-seal
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