
Alaska's 

Seals and Sea Lions: 
Where Are They Going? 

by Lloyd F. Lowry 

T 
hings are always changing in Alaska. If it's not th e 
weather, it's the price of oil or the size of the salmon 
run s. Those who have lived in Ala ska for a few year s 

recogni ze and accept the se changes as a regular and in many 
ca ses normal part of the environm ent. For scienti st s, tryin g to 
explain th e cau ses of fluctu ation s or cycles in ph ysical and 
biological systems is a favorite topic. As interesting and valuable 
as suc h st ud ies m ay be, it' s a n exceptio na l case when a clear 
expl an ation sur faces . 

In hi stori cal time s, th ere ha ve been a number o f maj or 
ch a nges in t h e abundance o f A las ka's marine mammals. 
Perh ap s the mo st st riking exampl e of this is the complete disap
pearan ce of the Steller sea cow, a man atee-like animal that onc e 
o ccurred throughout th e Aleutian Island s. Fir st described in 
1741 by the surv ivo rs of Vitu s Berin g' s expedition, th e sp ecies 
was completel y extermin ated by hunters in less than 30 yea rs. 
Report s from Bering's crew and other Russian explorers brou ght 
waves o f explorers, set tlers, and fur hunter s to Ala ska. It was 
not long before the principal objects o f th eir quest , the sea ot 
ter and fur sea l, began to rapidl y decline in numbers . Had it 
not been for the remote areas inhabited by sea otters, and the 
occa sional government protection affo rd ed to fur seals on the 
Pribilo fs, both species might have followed in the wake of th e 
sea cow. 

It ' s not hard to explain the dra stic redu ction in the numbers 
of sea otters and fur sea ls t hat occurred in the 1800s. The 
numb er of fur sea ls killed for the ir pelts totaled in the million s. 
Th e number of sea otters killed is less well documented, but 
it is clear th at hunters vir t ually elimi nat ed them in California , 
Oregon , Washington, Briti sh Columbi a, and much of Ala ska . 
Biolo gist s watched wit h satisfact io n a s populations increa sed 
afte r prot ection was afford ed by the Fur Seal Treaty Act in 1911 . 
It was und erstandable and expected t hat populations sho uld 
recover their former abundance and range since Ala ska's marine 
habit at s were st ill relati vely pri stine and lightl y exploited . 

When Ala ska became a state in 1959, population s of coasta l 
m arine mammals, wit h the exception of sea otters which were 
still recovering, were all la rge a nd healthy. The Alaska Depart

ment of Fish and Game (ADF&G) developed programs to == 
monitor the status of certain sp ecies, and to allow controlled ~ 
human utilization where appropriate. Population s were still ~. o 
la rge and healthy in 1972 when th e U.S. Congress pa ssed the 1il 
Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA) . Whil e probl em s ~ 

wit h Ala skan marine mammal s were not the rea son that Con- a;i 
gress pa ssed the MMPA, it s broad-reaching, protection- ~ 
ori en ted policie s appl ied to A las ka as well. Since pa ssa ge of g 
the MMPA , con sumpti ve uses o f marine mammal s in Al a ska (l) 

have been largely restri cted to subsiste nce har vesting by A las ka 
Na t ives. 

It would seem rea sonabl e to expect t ha t the protecti ve sta t us 
afforded by the MMPA would allo w marine mammal popula
tions to flouri sh, and most people simp ly assumed that thi s 
would be the case. Indeed , popul ations of harbor seals, elephant 
sea ls, and California sea lion s ha ve inc rea sed markedl y off the 
coasts of California, Oregon , a nd Washington. However, much 
to the surprise and di smay of most people, population s of 
Pribilof fur seals, Steller sea lion s, and harbor seals have declin 
ed greatly in Alaska. Following is a brief description of the 
stat us of each of t hose three species and a discussion of the 
po ssible ca uses and implications of the p resent situation. 

Pribilof Fur Seals 
Pribilof, or northern , fur sea ls range throughout suba rctic 

waters of the North Pacific Ocean and adjacent sea s. Th ey a re 
generally an o ffsho re species a nd ar e seldom seen in coa stal 
waters except when they return to rookerie s during the su m
mer pupping and breeding seas o n . Major nor thern fur sea l 
rookeries occur on th e Pribilof Island s off Ala ska and t he Com
mander Islands, Robben Island , and the Kuril Islands o f th e 
Soviet Union. A much smaller rookery occurs on San Miguel 
Island in California, and a few fur seals have recently established 
a colony on Bogo slo f Island in the Aleutians. Over 70 percent 
o f the total population breeds on two islands of the Pribilofs, 
Saint Paul and Saint George. 

The Pribilof fur seal herd s have been extensively studi ed since 
the earl y 1900s. The size and status of the popul ation ha s been 
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indexed mostly from estimates of pup production. The number 
of pups born annually on the Saint Paul and Saint George 
rookeries combined increased from less than 100,000in 1912-15 
to an average of more than 550,000 in 1952-57. The number 
began to decline in the late 1950s, with the decline continuing 
at least through 1980, when total pup production was about 
240,000. There was no statistically detectable trend in pup pro
duction during 1981-86. Similar changes in counts of harem 
bulls and idle males confirm that a major population decline 
has occurred. 

Estimates of the total number of animals in the stock indicate 
a peak of perhaps 2.2 million in the mid-1950s, followed by a 
decline to about 870,000 in 1983. The overall magnitude of the 
change is well shown by the counts of fur seal pups on St. Paul 
Island (Fig.l). Based on all of this information, the National 
Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) concluded that the current 
population is less than 50 percent as large as it was at its peak, 
and in May 1988 they listed the Pribilof fur seal stock as 
depleted under terms of the Marine Mammal Protection Act. 

Steller Sea Lion 
Steller, or northern, sea lions occur around the North Pacific 

rim from California to Japan. They are most abundant in the 
Gulf of Alaska and the Aleutian Islands. The first significant 
studies of Steller sea lions in Alaska were conducted in the late 
1950s. At that time, counts of animals on rookeries and haulouts 

totalled about 140,000 for the region from the Kenai Peninsula 
to Kiska Island. Similar counts made in 1985 indicated a total 
of only about 68,000, suggesting an overall population decline 
of 52 percent. In 1989, only 25,000 sea lions were counted in 
the Kenai-Kiska region . The greatest declines had occurred in 
the eastern Aleutian islands (-94 percent) and western Gulf of 
Alaska (-82 percent), with smaller declines in the central Gulf 
of Alaska (-73 percent) and central Aleutian Islands (-72 per
cent). Based on counts at Forrester island, the number of sea 
lions in southeastern Alaska seems to have stayed relatively con
stant, at least since 1977. Counts of sea lions on haulouts in 
the western Aleutian Islands in 1988 indicated a 65 percent 
decline in numbers since 1979. 

Counts of pups on the beaches may be more accurate than 
counts of older animals, and pup counts confirm that a major 
decline has occurred in the sea lion population. This is best 
illustrated by counts at Marmot Island, a particularly well
studied rookery in the Gulf of Alaska (Fig. 2). From 1967 
through 1984, the number of pups counted on Marmot was 
usually 5-6,000. This number dropped to 4,381 in 1986, 2,910 
in 1987, and 3,136 in 1988. The average pup count in 1987-88 
was only 47 percent as large as it was in 1978-79. 

Based on this information, the NMFS has listed Steller sea 
lions as a threatened species under provisions of the Endangered 
Species Act. (Please see the previous issue ofAlaska's Wildlife
-July-August 1990--for further information on the status of the 
sea lion.) 

Pacific Harbor Seal 
Harbor seals are widely distributed in coastal waters of the 

North Pacific Ocean. They haul out in large concentrations in 
a few areas and also use innumerable small rocks, islets, and 
sand spits. 

Because they haul out in so many areas over such a wide 
range, it is much more difficult to estimate abundance of har
bor seals than fur seals or sea lions. Using a variety of data 
sources, including counts of seals, the amount of habitat 
available, and the effects of harvests on regional abundance, 
ADF&G estimated that about 270,000 harbor seals inhabited 
Alaskan waters in 1973. 

There is information available on the trend in abundance of 
harbor seals in some areas. Aerial counts have been made of 
seals on the large haulouts along the north side of the Alaska 
Peninsula at intervals since 1966. Counts made in 1966-73 and 
1975-77were quite similar and suggested a minimum 20-25,000 
seals hauled out in the area. However, the maximum count ob 
tained in 1985 was only 11,728. The count had decreased by 
51 percent since the mid-1970s, at a rate of 3.5 percent per year. 

In the late 1950s and early 1960s,Tugidak Island, in the Gulf 
of Alaska, was one of the largest harbor seal haulouts in the 
world, with about 20,000 seals using the area. Standardized 
counts of seals hauled out on the island during the molt in
dicate that a major decline has occurred in the period since 1976 
(Fig. 3). The maximum counts indicate a steady and rapid 
decrease in numbers as follows : 1976--9,300; 1979--4,900; 
1984--2,200; 1986-- 1,700; 1988--1,400. 
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Figure 2. 

COUNTS OF SEA LION PUPS ON 
MARMOT ISLAND 

1980 

~I I 
~ I 1981 

I 
1982 

I 
1983 

-l 
1984 

r 
1985 

o \(J(J(J 

In parts of Alaska where harbor seals are more dispersed, 
their abundance has been indexed by aerial counts along stan
dardized flight lines that include most known haulout areas . 
Such trend counts conducted in 1984 and 1988 indicated that 
the number of seals had stayed relatively constant in the area 
around Ketchikan but had declined markedly in Prince William 
Sound, where the count decreased from about 1,800 to 1,000. 

Possible Causes of the Decline 
Scientists began intensive studies of marine mammals only 

within the past 50 years or so. We therefore don't have a long 
time-series of data showing the kinds of population fluctua
tions that have occurred in the past. However, we do know that 
marine mammals are long-lived, slow growing, and produce 
few young, which are traits characteristic of what biologists 

call K-selected species. Basic ecological principles state that K
selected species should show relatively stable populations sizes 
at or near the carrying capacity of their habitat. If populations 
are reduced below carrying capacity, as occurred during the 
days of commercial sealing and whaling, they should begin to 
recover as soon as the limiting factors are removed. Recover
ing populations may increase at a rate of 5-15 percent per year. 

A number of factors have been suggested that may have con
tributed to the decline of seal and sea lion populations and may 
be preventing their recovery. Some of those are: 
1. Changes in distribution 
2. Disease or pollution 
3. Commercial harvest 
4. Subsistence harvest 
5. Increased predation 
6. Entanglement in debris 
7. Incidental fishery take 
8. Direct killing by fishermen 
9. Changes in prey abundance 

Although it is tempting to assume that a single factor, or a 
similar combination of factors, is responsible for the declines 
in fur seals, sea lions, and harbor seals, that may not be the 
case. However, available data suggest that the first five pos 
sibilities are not very important for any of the three species. 
There have been no increases in abundance noted in any area 
that could compensate for the decreases described above. 
Although Alaskan marine mammals are exposed to disease
causing agents and pollution there is no indication that it has 
resulted in significant mortality or reduced productivity. Dur
ing the recent outbreak of canine distemper in European seals, 
many thousands of dead seals appeared on the beaches. No 
similar die -offs have been noticed in Alaska. Subsistence 
harvests of seals and sea lions are small and should be well 
within sustainable limits, and commercial harvests of harbor 
seals and sea lions stopped in 1972. Commercial harvesting of 
fur seals continued through 1984, but it involved only subadult 
males and should not have caused reduced pup production. The 
possible effects of killer whale predation on pinniped popula
tions are unknown, but there is no evidence to suggest that the 
amount of predation has changed in recent years. 

The last four factors all relate in some degree to interactions 
with the fishing industry. Although there is a wide variety of 
debris in the oceans, net fragments and plastic packing bands 
(like the ones used on boxes of bait), are particularly common. 
Some researchers think that entanglement in debris may kill 
five percent of the Pribilof fur seal population each year. Sea 
lions and harbor seals appear to become entangled less 
frequently. 

Incidental taking refers to entanglement or capture of 
animals in actively fishing gear. Although animals are occa
sionally caught in crab pots or on long lines, most are caught 
in trawls or gillnets . The level of incidental take is well doc 
umented for foreign fisheries operating in the U.S. Economic 

(Continued on page 21.) 
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Seals and Sea lion s 
(Conti nued from page 16.) 

Zone . The larg est take s reco rded were of a few hundred to more 
than a thousand sea lions taken a n nua lly in th e Shelikof Strait 
pollock fishery in 1982-84. The number of animals taken in 
domestic fisheries and in for eign fisheri es op erating ou tsid e 
th e U.S. zone is very poorly documented. Sea lion s a nd harbor 
seals are ca ug ht in nearshore sa lmon gillnet fishe ries a nd fur 
seals are cau ght in the high seas squid fishery. (Fo r mo re info r
mation on thi s subject, please see the previou s issue of A laska's 
Wildlife , J uly-August 1990.) 

Figu re 3. 
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Fishermen are all owed to kill some kinds of marine mam
mal s if t hey are dire ctl y inter fering with their gea r or catch, 
and the animal cannot be deterred using non-lethal mean s (such 
as sea l bombs). Any other harassment or killing, such as tak
ing anim al s for crab bait or shooting at animals on haul outs, 
is clearly a violat io n of the Marine Mammal Protection Act. 
Gunshot wounds are common in dead seals and sea lion s found 
on beach es, but th e reason for the shooti ngs and the total 
number of a nimals killed are unknown. 

Pollo ck , herring, and salmon are important food s of fur 
sea ls, sea lion s, a nd harbor seals; the y also support important 
commercial fisheries . These marine mammals also eat ca pelin, 
sand lance, squid, octopus, and other species of little or no com 
mercial value. The result s of competition between marine mam
mals and fisheries are poorly u nderstood. However, sea lion s 
collected in the Gu lf of Alaska in 1985-86 showed clear sign s 
o f nutritional stress which correlated well with the decline in 
Gulf o f Ala ska pollock stocks. 

Implications for Alaskans 
Th e reasons why fur seals, sea lion s, and harbor seals have 

d eclin ed in Alaska ma y never be full y u n d erst o o d. But, 
regardless of wh o or wh at is responsible for the problems with 
Alaska' s seals and sea lion s, those who use A laska's coastal 
waters should be very concerned. If the decli nes are due most
ly to natural cau ses and the seas can no lo nger support large 
numbers of fish - eating pinnipeds, what does this tell us about 
fish populations and their environment? If human activities 
have ca use d the declines or are likely to slow population 
reco veri es, people will need to find ways to minimize their 
im pacts. 

Protecti ve listings such as have been applied to Pribilof fur 
seal s and Steller sea lions indicate widespread recognition of 
major co nservat ion problems, and are sure to result in restric
tions on act ivitie s that mig ht impact the spec ies of concern. 
The ef fects of regulations on people will be variable, and may 
range from minor inconvenience to major economic disrup
tion. Fishermen should expect to find it more complicated sha r
ing the ir fishing grounds with protected species . Others who 
simply want to watch or photograph animals may be prohibited 
fro m a p proa ching clo se enough to do so. 

All people who are con cerned with Ala ska's marine resource s 
can do a lot to help in this situation. Each indi vidual should 
stop discarding debris into the ocean, and sho uld avoid h aras 
sing marine mam mals in any way. Peop le who do harass marine 
mammals or otherwise ab use A la ska's waters and wild life 
should be reported to the proper authorities. Conservationists 
and fishermen should join with other individuals and organiza
tions to wor k for protection of important marine mammal 
hab itats a nd the perpetuation o f healthy marine ecosys tems . 
We need to wor k to gether to develop an adequate understand
ing o f A laska's seas and the resource s they contain, and to devise 
effect ive pro grams for their conservation and management. 

Lloyd Lowry serves as Ma rine Mammals Coordinator, 
A DF&G, Fairbanks, A K. 
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