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NOAA Fisheries Service has formally accepted a petition from the People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) to include Lolita, a killer whale captured from the Southern Resident population in 1970 and now at the Miami Seaquarium, in the Endangered Species Act (ESA) listing of those Southern Resident killer whales.  These fish-eating marine mammals, sometimes called orcas, were listed as endangered in 2005.

Southern Resident killer whales spend most of their time in Washington’s Puget Sound and nearby waters.  They generally leave for the open ocean in the late fall and return the following spring.  There are currently 84 killer whales in the wild population.

The petitioners presented biological information about Lolita’s genetic heritage and contend that the information supports including Lolita in the overall listed population. This information, NOAA said, meets its standard for accepting a petition.  

NOAA Fisheries is currently reviewing the status of Southern Resident killer whales in response to a separate petition received last year on behalf of two California farms to remove these killer whales from the ESA list.  The agency said to make sure that its review is complete and based on the best available science it would now solicit any new information about Lolita’s genetic heritage and status to include in the ongoing status review.   A finding on the delisting petition is due next January.

The agency cautioned that acceptance of a petition in no way assumes that a proposal to change a listing status will necessarily follow.

PETA filed its petition on behalf of the Animal Legal Defense Fund and Orca Network, among others.

For supporting documents, including a helpful Q&A, go here: http://1.usa.gov/14767qM
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