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Endangered Species Act Success Story:
Humpback Whales

Once nearly wiped out by industrial whaling, humpback 
whales saw their numbers drop by a shocking 95%. But 
thanks to the Endangered Species Act (ESA) and Marine 
Mammal Protection Act, some populations of these ocean 
giants got a second chance.  

With strong protections in place, decades of conservation, 
research, and monitoring paid off. In 2016, scientists 
confirmed the Hawaii population had recovered and was 
taken off the list of species protected by the ESA. Scientists 
estimate this population – which spend winters off Hawaii 
and feeds in waters off Alaska, Russia, and British Columbia 
– grew 87% from 1981 to 2022 with over 11,000 whales! 

However, other humpback whale populations, like those 
that spend winters off the Central American Pacific remain 
endangered, and we continue to fight to prevent them from 
key threats like entanglement in fishing gear. 

The Hawaiian humpback whale comeback proves that 
conservation works, but only if we keep fighting for it, and 
the endangered and threatened populations of humpbacks 
need us to keep up that fight.

Over 1,600 endangered or threatened plants 
and animals are listed for protection under 
the ESA in the United States.   
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