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California sea otter population is slowly growing after
facing extinction, but still faces threats
The California sea otter population is growing by 5 percent each year after
facing extinction, but potential oil spills and disease pose threats

By David Sneed

California’s iconic sea otter population continues its slow recovery from the brink of extinction but faces an uncertain
future because of high levels of disease and vulnerability to oil spills. 

That’s one of the main conclusions of a report released Tuesday by the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service on the status of the
California sea otter. The 10-page report examines population trends and estimates how many of the animals, also known
as southern sea otters, are killed by humans each year. 

San Luis Obispo County is at the heart of the furry marine mammal’s range, which stretches from San Mateo County to
Santa Barbara. At least 3,026 otters live in that area, with 41 more at San Nicolas Island, which is one of the Channel
Islands. Scientists estimate that California’s coastal waters could support as many as 16,000 otters. 

The agency produced the stock assessment after it was sued by the Tucson, Ariz.-based Center for Biological Diversity.
Miyoko Sakashita, an attorney with the group, said she is encouraged by the fact that the otter population grows by an
average of 5 percent a year. 

“However, there are still significant concerns for the future of the sea otter,” she said, “and management and conservation
should remain a priority to ensure the recovery of the California sea otter.” 

The agency estimates that no more than nine otters can be killed by human activity each year without endangering the
survival of the species. Shootings, boat strikes, debris entanglement and accidents during research activities are all
human-related causes of otter deaths and claim an average of 6.6 animals a year. 

Otters and fisheries 

Commercial fishing gear also can kill sea otters. But mortality rates from this cause are unknown because fisheries that
interact with otters do not have an observer program, the report said. 

This has prompted a number of wildlife conservation groups to call for more observers and added efforts to make fish
traps and crab pots safer for otters. 

Steve Shimek, executive director of The Otter Project in Santa Cruz, said there is no reason to shut down fisheries for the
otters because exclusion rings and other devices can effectively keep otters out of traps. But more research needs to be
done in this area, he added. 

“There’s just no will to talk about fishery interaction with sea otters,” he said. 

Disease and oil 



The report also identifies disease as a significant threat to sea otters. In nearly 64 percent of the otters that wash up dead
on the beach, disease is listed as the main cause. Some of the most common diseases are heart disease and inflammation of
the brain caused by parasites. 

Scientists have identified Morro Bay as a hot spot for otter disease. An “unusual mortality event” was declared in 2003
after a large number of dead otters was found. 

Finally, oil spills remain a primary threat to otters. Oilsoaked otters can’t keep warm and will die of exposure.
Contaminants found in oil also suppress otters’ immunity to infectious diseases, the report said. 

Fur hunters in the 18th and 19th centuries nearly drove the sea otter to extinction. A remnant population of about 50
animals survived in Big Sur and began a faltering recovery after the species was protected by law in 1911. 

Starting in 1987, sea otters were relocated to San Nicolas Island in an effort to create a reserve population in the event an
oil spill wiped out the mainland population.
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