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Endangered Species Act Success Story:
Sea Otters

Sea otters aren’t just adorable — they’re ocean 
masterminds! One of the only marine mammals to use 
tools, they crack shellfish open with rocks and even stash 
their favorite dining tools in pockets of loose skin. They 
will also wrap themselves in kelp to keep from drifting 
away. 
  
But their dense fur once made them a target. By the 
1900s, hunting had reduced their population from 
300,000 to less than a few thousand. 
  
Thanks to the Endangered Species Act, sea otters are 
making a comeback. As a keystone species, their return 
has wide-reaching impacts, helping kelp forests thrive. 
These kelp forests support fisheries, store carbon, 
and shelter countless species including commercially 
important fish species, octopus, sea stars, sharks, and 
whales. 

Sea otters prove that when we protect wildlife, we protect 
whole ecosystems. Still, southern sea otters are listed as 
threatened, only occupying 13% of their historic range, 
and they need continued protection to fully recover.

When you protect an endangered species’ 
habitat (like salt marshes and kelp forests), 
the entire ecosystem benefits.
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