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Impacts of LNG Exports  
on Threatened and Endangered Species

As the Department of Energy (“DOE”) considers new analyses to inform its process for approving 
authorizations of new liquefied natural gas (“LNG”) export, it is imperative to consider the wide-ranging 
harm these export activities cause to threatened and endangered species in the U.S. 

This map highlights some of the protected habitat and species impacted by LNG export 
operations in the U.S., including offshore export facilities and the supporting infrastructure 
(e.g., pipelines) that feed them. As detailed below, there is growing evidence of harm from these activities to 
biodiversity and ecosystems that DOE must adequately consider when determining whether LNG exports are in the 
public interest.

The Natural Gas Act prohibits any person from importing or exporting natural gas to any 
foreign country “without first having secured an order of the Commission authorizing 
it to do so.”1 DOE cannot issue export authorizations to non- free trade agreement 
countries if “after opportunity for hearing, it finds that the proposed exportation or 
importation will not be consistent with the public interest.”2

The climate emergency – driven by the continued use of fossil fuels – is contributing 
to a mass extinction crisis: one million animal and plant species are now threatened 
with extinction with fossil fuel-caused climate change as a primary driver.3 The Endangered Species 
Act (“ESA”) requires all federal agencies to “ensure that any action authorized, funded, or carried out” 
is “not likely to jeopardize the continued existence of any endangered species or threatened species 
or result in the destruction or adverse modification” of a species critical habitat.4 The ESA requires that 
federal agencies consult with expert wildlife agencies and affirmatively promote the conservation 
of listed species.5 Similarly, the Marine Mammal Protection Act (“MMPA”) prohibits the “taking” of 

1 U.S.C. 717b(a). The “Commission” is now understood to be the Department of Energy.
2 15 U.S.C. § 717b(a).
3 Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity & Ecosystem Services (IPBES). (2019). Global assessment report on biodiversity 
and ecosystem services. IPBES secretariat, Bonn, Germany. https://ipbes.net/global-assessment.
4 16 U.S.C. § 1536(a)(2).
5 16 U.S.C. § 1536(a)(1); Krakoff, S, & Finley, S. (2024, February 6). Letter to Martha Williams, Director, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 
on federal agency obligations under section 7(a)(1) of the Endangered Species Act. U.S. Department of Interior, Office of the Solicitor. 
https://www.fws.gov/sites/default/files/documents/federal-agency-obligations-under-section-7-a-1-memo-2024-02-06.pdf. 
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marine mammals, defined as harassment, hunting, capturing or killing.6 Harassment is any act of pursuit, torment 
or annoyance that has the potential to injure or disturb a marine mammal in the wild including the disruption 
of behavioral patterns like breeding or migration.7 Even with such protections, however, the construction and 
operation of liquefied natural gas (“LNG”) export facilities has caused significant harm to protected wildlife and 
has made it increasingly hard for dwindling populations to recover. 

Although scientists have called for a rapid transformation of our energy system away from fossil fuels to avoid a mass 
extinction event,8 the past several years has seen a rampant surge in LNG exports, which adversely affect species 
survival and accelerate global heating. Currently, there are eight existing LNG export terminals in the country, 
another 19 approved and under construction or awaiting construction, and six more currently seeking federal 
approval.9 The rapid expansion of LNG export infrastructure and shipping of LNG comes with severe consequences 
for vital ecosystems and wildlife species already on the brink of extinction. 

LNG exports negatively impact endangered species and their critical habitat across terrestrial and marine 
ecosystems. Construction and operation of LNG export facilities adversely impact both ESA and MMPA protected 
species (collectively “protected species”) through discharge of toxic chemicals, noise pollution, physical habitat 
disturbance and alteration, direct mortality (e.g., ship strikes, oil spills), and worsening climate change. Numerous 
mobile and stationary emission sources associated with LNG export facilities discharge a wide array of pollutants 
onshore and offshore, including pollution from onshore terminals, pipelines, trucks, marine vessels, locomotives, cargo 
handling equipment, refineries, and storage facilities. Supporting infrastructure, such as pipelines, requires dredging 
and disposal events during construction, and poses the risk of leaks during operation. This results in the release of 
contaminants into critical ecosystems, which threaten wildlife and human communities alike. 

For coastal and marine species, waste from ships and other port activities can result in destruction or degradation of 
habitat areas and harm to marine life. Ships and other vessels run over, injure, and kill whales, sea turtles, and other 
marine animals. Underwater noise pollution from LNG export-related construction and operations threatens marine 
species with impacts ranging from permanent hearing loss (Permanent Threshold Shift, PTS), temporary hearing loss  
(Temporary Threshold Shift, TTS), to behavioral harassment.10 Additionally, non-native marine species transported 
and released from ship ballast water can become invasive in their new habitat and introduce new diseases.11 

6 Marine Mammal Protection Act, 16 U.S.C. §§ 1361-1423.
7 16 U.S.C. § 1362(18)(A)(i-ii), (18)(C-D).
8 Barnoksy, A. (2015). Transforming the global energy system is required to avoid the sixth mass extinction. MRS Energy & Sustainability, 
2(E10). https://doi.org/10.1557/mre.2015.11.
9 Federal Energy Regulatory Commission. (2024, October 10). U.S. LNG export terminals- existing, approved not yet built, and proposed. 
https://cms.ferc.gov/media/us-lng-export-terminals-existing-approved-not-yet-built-and-proposed. 
10 TetraTech. (2023, February). Request for incidental harassment authorization for marine mammals for the New Fortress Energy Louisiana 
FLNG project. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/s3/2023-03/NFELNG_2023IHA_
App_OPR1.pdf. 
11 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. (2023, December 14). Ports Primer: 7.1 Environmental Impacts. Community-Port Collaboration. 
https://www.epa.gov/community-port-collaboration/ports-primer-71-environmental-impacts. 
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The enormous carbon pollution emitted during the LNG export lifecycle also worsens the global climate crisis, thus 
increasing harm to the wide array of protected species that are particularly vulnerable to global heating – such as 
polar bears and corals.

Many species legally protected under the ESA and the MMPA are already impacted by existing LNG export 
operations and will face even greater harm if these exports continue to be authorized. At least 27 protected marine 
species face threats from current and planned LNG export operations in the Gulf of Mexico and Alaska:

Rice’s whale 
Sperm whale
Humpback whale
North Pacific right whale
Cook Inlet beluga whales 
Bottlenose dolphin
5 sea turtles (green, loggerhead, leatherback, hawksbill, Kemp’s ridley)
Gulf sturgeon, pallid sturgeon
Nassau grouper
Smalltooth sawfish
Giant manta rays
Oceanic whitetip sharks
West Indian manatees
7 corals (elkhorn, staghorn, boulder star, mountainous star, lobed star, rough 
cactus, pillar)
Queen conch

At least 20 protected terrestrial and freshwater species face threats from current and planned LNG export operations 
along the Gulf coast:

Ocelot
Gulf Coast jaguarundi
Northern long-eared bat
Eastern black rail
Northern Aplomado falcon
Red-cockaded woodpecker
Cactus ferruginous pygmy-owl
Piping plover
Red knot
Wood stork
Alabama red-bellied turtle
Yellow-blotched map turtle
Black pinesnake
Eastern indigo snake
Gopher tortoise
Pondberry
Slender rush-pea
South Texas ambrosia
Texas ayenia

Staghorn coral

Wood Stork
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MARINE SPECIES THREATENED IN THE GULF OF MEXICO

The Gulf of Mexico is home to some of the most productive and biodiverse tropical and temperate habitats in the 
United States, including coral reefs, wetlands, seagrass beds, mangroves, Sargassum, as well as hard- and soft-
bottom marine communities. These ecosystems support thousands of species of fish, whales, dolphins, sea turtles, 
corals, and other animals. There are twenty ESA-listed marine species in the Gulf of Mexico12 and up to twenty 
species of resident marine mammals protected under the MMPA.13 

Additionally, the Gulf has been identified as “Biologically Important Areas” (BIAs) for two species of marine 
mammals, highly endangered Rice’s whales (previously considered a population of Bryde’s whale) and bottlenose 
dolphins.14 The Rice’s whale, endemic to the Gulf of Mexico, is considered one of the planet’s most endangered 
marine mammals, with fewer than 100 individuals and a current best estimate of 50 whales that exclusively inhabit 
Gulf of Mexico waters.15  Recent science demonstrates that the loss of even a single Rice’s whale could result in the 
extinction of this species.16 This Administration recently proposed critical habitat for the species that directly overlaps 
with proposed oil and gas export projects in the Gulf of Mexico. Continued expansion of these operations in this 
critical habitat for Rice’s whales thus threatens the very existence of the species.

Sperm whales are also a resident endangered species along the continental shelf edge across the Gulf of Mexico. 
Some portions of the population occur in the Gulf year-round. Female and juveniles spend most of their life cycle 
within the Gulf of Mexico, and bull males will migrate in from the broader Atlantic to reproduce.17 While sperm 
whales are primarily found in deeper waters in the Gulf of Mexico, they have also been observed in waters 
as shallow as 30-40m on the shelf and near the Delfin LNG project site.18 The response of sperm whales to 
environmental changes and anthropogenic stressors, such as operations from oil and gas export projects, has 
been extensively studied.19 Construction, operation, and vessel traffic noise can directly interfere with intraspecies 
communication,20 which in turn can decrease social cohesion and the ability for the animals to reproduce. For 

12 National Oceanic Atmospheric Administration. (2024, March 18). Threatened and Endangered Species List Gulf of Mexico. https://
www.fisheries.noaa.gov/southeast/consultations/threatened-and-endangered-species-list-gulf-mexico.
13 Baumgartner, M., K. Mullin, L. Nelson May, T. D. Leming. (2001). Cetacean habitats in northern Gulf of Mexico. Fishery Bulletin 99(2), 
219.
14 LaBrecque, E., Curtice, C., Harrison, J., Van Parijs, S. M., & Halpin, P. N. (2015). Biologically important areas for cetaceans within U.S. 
waters Gulf of Mexico region. Aquatic Mammals (Special Issue), 41(1). http://dx.doi.org/10.1578/AM.41.1.2015.1
15 Rosel P.E., Wilcox L.A., Yamada T.K., & Mullin K.D. (2021). A new species of baleen whale (Balaenoptera) from the Gulf of Mexico, with 
a review of its geographic distribution. Marine Mammal Science, 37(2), 577- 610. https://doi.org/10.1111/mms.12776; NOAA Fisheries. 
(2023, May). Rice’s whale (Balaenoptera ricei): Northern Gulf of Mexico stock. https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/s3/2023-08/Rices-
Whale-Northern-Gulf-of-Mexico-2022.pdf
16 See, e.g., Endangered and Threatened Wildlife and Plants; Endangered Status of Gulf of Mexico Bryde’s Whale, 84 Fed. Reg. 15,446, 
15446-488 (Apr. 15, 2019) (listing decision, determining that the whale is at a “high risk of extinction” under three statutory factors); 
see e.g., National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. Rice’s whale. NOAA Fisheries. https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/spe-
cies/rices-whale; P.E. Rosel, P.J. Corkeron, L. Engleby, D. Epperson, K. Mullin, M.S. Soldevilla, and B.L. Taylor. (2016). Status review of 
Bryde’s whales (Balaenoptera edeni) in the Gulf of Mexico under the Endangered Species Act. NOAA Tech. Memo. NMFS-SEFSC-692. 
http://doi.org/10.7289/V5/TM-SEFSC-692, at iv, 130-32; see also Natural Resources Defense Council. (2023, October 6). Com-
ment re: proposed critical habitat designation for Rice’s whale. NOAA-2023-0028. https://www.regulations.gov/comment/NOAA-
NMFS-2023-0028-25145 (Providing a summary of the recent science on the Rice’s whale and threats to the species, including evidence 
of the species’ persistent occurrence in central and western Gulf waters and direct threats of vessel strikes, noise and spills from oil and gas 
development).
17 National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. Sperm whale. NOAA Fisheries. https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/sperm-
whale
18 Rice, A. (2022, February 2). Possible risks to marine protected species from the construction and operation of the Delfin LNG offshore 
terminal. Sierra Club Environmental Law Program, at 9. 
19 Ackleh, A. S., R. A. Chiquet, B. Ma, T. Tang, H. Caswell, A. Veprauskas, N. Sidorovskaia. (2017). Analysis of lethal and sublethal impacts 
of environmental disasters on sperm whales using stochastic modeling. Ecotoxicology, 26, 820-830. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10646-
017-1813-4
20 Erbe, C., Reichmuth, C., Cunningham, K., Lucke K., Dooling, R. (2016). Communication masking in marine mammals: A review and 
research strategy. Marine Pollution Bulletin, 103, 15- 38. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpolbul.2015.12.007
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species like the sperm whale, which use echolocation for feeding, vessel noise can also disrupt foraging patterns21 
and increase physiological stress.22

All five sea turtle species that inhabit the Gulf of Mexico—green, hawksbill, Kemp’s ridley, leatherback, and 
loggerhead—are protected under the ESA.23 Of the five sea turtle species in the Gulf of Mexico, Kemp’s ridley 
sea turtles are the most vulnerable to threats, especially threats that cause population-level impacts like the 
Deepwater Horizon oil spill, due to their already low numbers and location of nesting habitat. Kemp’s ridley sea 
turtle observations demonstrate a broadly distributed population with highly concentrated sightings that overlap 
significantly with oil and gas export operations. Noise from offshore supply vessels induce behavioral reactions from 
sea turtles even at distance, and sea turtles face a higher likelihood of being struck and killed by vessels traveling 
through the Gulf given increased traffic from expanded export operations. The National Marine Fisheries Service 
found in its 2020 Gulf of Mexico oil and gas drilling biological opinion that status quo drilling activities will kill 
11,500 sea turtles every year by vessel strikes (including 2,100 of Kemp’s ridley sea turtles).24 In addition to these 
offshore harms, endangered sea turtles are adversely impacted by onshore infrastructure, including the construction 
and operation of new LNG pipelines, which destroy critical nesting habitat.

Expanded oil and gas export operations also exacerbate harm to the West Indian manatee, increasing the likelihood 
of direct injury from toxic leaks and releases, noise pollution, degradation of critical habitat, and fatal vessel strikes 
due to increased activity in the species habitat.25

21 National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. Pygmy Sperm whale. NOAA Fisheries. https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/
pygmy-sperm-whale; Rice, A. (2022, February 2). Possible risks to marine protected species from the construction and operation of the 
Delfin LNG offshore terminal. Sierra Club Environmental Law Program 
22 Rolland, R. M., S. E. Parks, K. E. Hunt, M. Castellote, P. J. Corkeron, D. P. Nowacek, S. K. Wasser, S. D. Kraus. (2012). Evidence that 
ship noise increases stress in right whales. Proceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences, 279, 2363-2368. https://doi.
org/10.1098/rspb.2011.2429
23 Reneker, J., M. Cook, B. Stacy, R. W. Nero, D G. Stewart. (2018, October) Summary of sea turtle strandings, incidental captures and 
related survey effort in Mississippi during 2017. NOAA Technical Memo, NMFS-SEFSC-732 (2018).
24 National Marine Fisheries Service. (2020, March 13). Biological opinion on the federally regulated oil and gas program activities in the 
Gulf of Mexico. https://doi.org/10.25923/hyeh-mb74
25 Sierra Club et. al. (2021, December 13). Comments on SPOT Terminal, LLC, National Environmental Policy Act draft environmental impact 
statement. Docket No. MARAD-2019-0011-1267; see also Campagna, C., F. T. Short, B. A. Polidoro, R. McManus, B. B. Collette, N. J. 
Pilcher, Y. Sadovy de Mitcheson, S. N. Stuart, K. E. Carpenter. (2011). Gulf of Mexico oil blowout increases risks to globally threatened 
species. Bioscience 61(5), 393-97. https://doi.org/10.1525/bio.2011.61.5.8

Green sea turtle
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TERRESTRIAL AND FRESHWATER SPECIES THREATENED ALONG THE U.S. GULF COAST

Proposed and pending LNG export terminals threaten nearly 21,000 acres of wetlands in Louisiana and Texas.26

These LNG facilities would not only destroy large areas of undeveloped wetlands, but also pollute nearby wildlife 
refuges, divide wildlife movement corridors, and destroy habitat for protected species such as the eastern black rail 
and ocelot.27

MARINE SPECIES THREATENED IN ALASKA

In Alaska, the expansion of oil and gas development – such as the approval of the Alaska LNG export terminal in 
Nikiski – poses significant threats to the protected Cook Inlet beluga whale and North Pacific right whale.

Cook Inlet beluga whales are critically endangered. The population has declined more than 75% since 1970, and 
scientists believe their recovery is hindered by noise pollution, habitat degradation and loss, and the cumulative harm 
of multiple, human-caused stressors. Vessel traffic from LNG exports would increase the threats of deadly ship strikes, 
noise pollution, and catastrophic oil spills for this already impacted species. 

The eastern North Pacific right whale population ranges from the Bering Sea to Baja California and is down to only 
about 30 individuals. With few reproducing females, the population is at extreme risk of imminent extinction. Similar 
to the Cook Inlet beluga, increased vessel traffic from LNG export would threaten this species with catastrophic oil 
spills, deadly vessel strikes, and noise pollution.

CLIMATE THREATENED SPECIES HARMED BY THE LNG BUILDOUT

The rise in greenhouse emissions posed by the increased production and shipping of LNG exacerbates threats to 
the wide array of species already being harmed by climate change and jeopardizes ESA-listed species that are 
particularly vulnerable to climate change such as corals and polar bears. Climate change is heating the Arctic nearly 
four times faster than the rest of the planet. If global heating continues at current rates, polar bears are likely to go 
extinct throughout the vast majority of their range by or before the end of the century, including the loss of all polar 
bears in Alaska.28

The current U.S. energy system based on fossil fuel extraction and use is fundamentally damaging to wildlife. DOE’s 
public interest review must fully consider the impacts of LNG exports on the nation’s biodiversity heritage. 

26 Gibbons, B. (2023, March 1). Proposed LNG export terminals threaten 21,000 acres of wetlands, many in Louisiana. Oil and Gas 
Watch. https://news.oilandgaswatch.org/post/proposed-lng-export-terminals-threaten-22-000-acres-of-wetlands-many-in-louisiana
27 Brown, G. (2023, July 11) Rio Grande Valley LNG projects hit with legal challenges over FERC’s flawed approvals. Sierra Club. https://
www.sierraclub.org/press-releases/2023/07/rio-grande-valley-lng-projects-hit-legal-challenges-over-ferc-s-flawed; Sierra Club et al. 
(2022, October). Rio Grande Valley: At risk from fracked-gas export terminals. https://www.sierraclub.org/press-releases/2022/10/
report-rio-grande-valley-texas-risk-lng-export-terminals.; Louisiana Wildlife Federation. (2022, October 13). Opposition to siting of Com-
monwealth LNG export terminal at the mouth of Calcasieu Pass to protect threatened eastern black rail. https://lawildlifefed.org/resolu-
tion/opposition-to-siting-of-commonwealth-lng-export-terminal-at-the-mouth-of-calcasieu-pass-to-protect-threatened-eastern-black-rail/
28 Molnár P.K., Bitz C.M., Holland M.M., Kay J.E., Penk S.R., Amstrup S.C. (2020). Fasting season length sets temporal limits for global polar 
bear persistence. Nature Climate Change, 10, 732-738, https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-020-0818-9.
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UNITED STATES OF AMERICA
DEPARTMENT OF ENERGY

HYDROCARBONS AND GEOTHERMAL ENERGY OFFICE

In The Matter Of: §
§

Corpus Christi Liquefaction, LLC § Docket No. 26-32-LNG
Corpus Christi Liquefaction Stage IV, 
LLC

§
§

Cheniere Marketing, LLC §
§

MOTION TO INTERVENE AND PROTEST OF
INGLESIDE ON THE BAY COASTAL WATCH ASSOCIATION, INC., 

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES OF THE COASTAL BEND, KARANKAWA TRIBE OF 
TEXAS, AND CARRIZO/COMECRUDO TRIBE OF TEXAS, LLC
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p
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