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 SEA OTTER (Enhydra lutris kenyoni):
Washington Stock

STOCK DEFINITION AND GEOGRAPHIC RANGE

Sea otters breed and give birth year-round (Riedman and Estes 1990).  The peak pupping period for the

Washin gton po pulation is n ot defined ; howev er, breedin g and p upping  seasons p eak abo ut 2-3 m onths later in

Alaska than in California.  The Washington population ranges from Neah Bay south to Destruction Island.

Enhydra lutris kenyoni historically ranged throughout the Aleutian Islands, originally as far north as the

Pribilof Islands and in the eastern Pacific Ocean from the Alaskan Peninsula south along the coast to Oregon

(Wilson el al. 1991).  This subspecies was extirpated from most of its range during the 1700's and 1800's as the

species was exploited for its fur.  In 1969 and 1970, a total of 59 sea otters captured at Amchitka Island, Alaska

were released in Washington  (Jameson et al. 1982).  The estimated carrying capacity in Washington has not been

determined.

For management purposes pursuant to the Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972, the range of this stock

currently is being considered as within the boarders of the state of Washington.

POPULATION SIZE

The reintroduced population was not surveyed between 1970 and 1977.  In 1977, the U.S. Fish and

Wildlife S ervice sur veyed  the coast an d coun ted only 1 9 sea otters.  T he pop ulation w as survey ed again  in 1978 . 

Between 1981 and 1989 the population was surveyed every other year.  Since 1989, data on size and distribution of

the Wa shington  sea otter po pulation h ave bee n gathere d annu ally using c ombin ed aerial an d groun d coun ts. 

Minimum  Population Estimate

Based on the 1994 spring survey (actual count), the minimum population size is 360.  Survey conditions

during 1 994 w ere less than  optima l and the S ervice be lieves that the  popula tion is prob ably slightly  larger than  this

count. 

Current Population Trend

Based o n coun t totals from  1977 to  the presen t, the Wash ington se a otter pop ulation is co ntinuing  to

increase.  Since 1989 (when the current survey method was initiated) through 1994, the population has grown at an

average rate of 12 percent per year (R. Jameson, N ational Biological Service, pers. comm.).

CURRENT AND M AXIMUM NET PROD UCTIVITY RATES

  The maximu m growth rate (rmax) for sea otter populations is about 20 percent.  Except for California and

Washin gton sea o tter popu lations, all incre asing po pulations  for whic h data are  available h ave gro wn at ab out this

rate (Estes 1 990).   In Washington, the rmax appears to be 12 percent. 

ANNUAL HUM AN-CAUSED MORTALITY

Incidental drowning of sea otters in gill and trammel entangling nets has been a significant source of

mortality  for south ern sea otte rs (Wen dell et al. 198 5).  In 199 2, a dead  sea otter w as recove red by a  California

Department of Fish and Game warden in a crab pot located in 30 to 60 feet of water off Point Santa Cruz.  The level

of take of southern sea otters in lobster and crab fisheries in California is unknown.  Reports from Alaska further

substantiate the incidental take  of sea otters in traps fisheries.
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Sea otters are susceptible to drowning in gill nets in Washington's coastal gill net fisheries, but documented

incidental takes are rare.  In Washington, one sea otter was killed in a tribal chinook salmon set-net in the vicinity of

the mouth  of the Ozette Rive r on the north W ashington coa st.  However, as the  sea otter population e xpands,

mortality in crab pot and tribal set-net fisheries may increase.

Other sources of human-caused mortality affecting the Washington  population of sea otters are not well documented.  Documented

sources of human-caused mortality for the southern sea otter include shooting, boat strikes, capture and relocation efforts, oil  spills and

possibly elevated levels of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) and other toxic contaminants.  In Washington , an uncertain number of sea otters

may have been killed in recent years by small oil spills.  

Native Americans of the Pacific northwest have Tribal Rights to wildlife resources.  These resources are

claimed by th e tribes to include sea otters.  Cu rrently there is no harv est of sea otters by the N ative America ns;

however,  there is  an interest to develop such a program.

FISHERIES INFORMATION

At present, there has been only one recorded otter-fishery interaction in Washington.  Set gill nets are used

by Nativ e Am ericans to c atch salm on alon g the no rth coast of  Washin gton an d the Strait o f Juan de  Fuca.  Th is

fishery operates out of Neah Bay.  As the Washington sea otter population moves north, or if the fishery moves

south, the p robability o f fisheries-rela ted inciden tal take will inc rease.  

As sea otters expan d their range no rth or south, they w ill encounter several spo rt and comm ercial shellfish

fisheries (urc hins, razo r clams, D ungen ess crabs) alo ng the co ast.  Eviden ce from  California  and Ala ska sugg ests

that incidental take of sea otter in crab traps may occur.

STATUS OF STOCK

The Washington sea otter has no formal Federal designation.  It is legally designated as endangered by the

State of Washington (Washington  Administrative Code 232-12 -014).  The Washington sea otter population is below its

Optimum Sustainable Population level. 

POTENTIAL BIOLOGICAL REMOVAL

The Potential Biological Removal (PBR) for the Washington stock is 11 animals.  PBR is the product of three elements: the

minimum population estimate (Nmin); half the maximum net productivity rate (0.5 Rmax); and a recovery factor (Fr).   For the Washington

sea otter stoc k, Nmin=360; R max=12 percent; and Fr=0.5.
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