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xiqabzvGreetings! 

May 2018 Newsletter

Greetings from the Alaska Sea Otter and Steller Sea Lion 
Commission! We are so happy to be back advocating for Alaska 
Natives, tribes and Steller sea lions. We had to temporarily close 
our office but we are back open and fully functioning. Our base 
funding was running through an organization with a co-management 
agreement with NMFS, and there were financial irregularities so 
all work had to stop, including our subcontract. We have exciting 
trainings coming and even more exciting plans for 2019. 

We want to hear from you - please feel free to contact us from 
within Alaska at 1-800-474-4362, direct at 907-286-2377, via email 
at tassc@seaotter-sealion.org or via Messenger on Facebook. We 
hope to hear from you and if you have any questions, comments or 
concerns regarding sea lions, the environment, eligibility under the 
MMPA or any other marine mammal issue. 
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The Alaska Sea Otter Commission was formed in 1988 to promote Native participation in resource policy decisions affecting sea 
otters and their uses. In November, 1998, the Commission expanded its role as a statewide organization to advocate on behalf of 
Steller sea lion and Alaska Native relationships. The organization officially expanded to The Alaska Sea Otter and Steller Sea Lion 
Commission (TASSC).

Our goals are to:
•   Develop and implement programs and projects that focus on Alaska Native and tribal participation in sea otter and Steller sea 

lion conservation, management and artistic development. 
•   Strengthen TASSC operational capacity, communications and outreach, and build TASSC operational and program resources. 
•   Work with regulatory agencies, tribal governmental and Alaska Native Organizations to build better relationships and work 

toward the common goal of conservation and management of healthy sea otter and Steller sea lion populations in Alaska. 
•   Educate and inform our youth and the public on the traditional and contemporary relationship between the sea otters and Steller 

sea lions and Alaska Natives.  

Membership Class (please circle):  
	 •	Tribal	Member:	$30/yr				•	Affiliate	Individual:		$30/yr				•	Family:	$40/yr				•	Student/Senior	Citizen:	$10/yr			

	 •	Institution/Organizational:	$250/yr				•	Patron:	$500/yr				•	Life:	$1000	(one-time)				•	Contributor	$_________

Name:                
Mailing	Address:	             
              
Home	Phone:	        Email:      

Please	make	checks	payable	to	The	Alaska	Sea	Otter	and	Steller	Sea	Lion	Commission.	
TASSC	is	a	501(c)(3)	non-profit	organization	and	your	contributions	are	tax	deductible.	

Becoming	a	member	of	TASSC	is	a	simple	way	to	get	involved	with	sea	otter/Steller	sea	lion	conservation	and	management	efforts.		Memberships	help	support	the	
Commission’s	work	throughout	Alaska	which	includes	promoting	Alaska	Native	subsistence	rights	and	artistic	development,	local	research,	and	education.		Members	
enjoy	a	subscription	to	TASSC’s	newsletter,	a	complimentary	copy	of	all	publications,	advanced	notice	of	groundbreaking	sea	otter/sea	lion	news	and	other	special	
events,	and	20%	off	all	TASSC	merchandise.	

To	become	a	member,	please	fill	out	the	form	below	and	mail	it	to:

	 	 The	Alaska	Sea	Otter	and	Steller	Sea	Lion	Commission,	PO	Box	142,	Old	Harbor,	AK	99643

Become a Member!

Thank you for your support!

Board of Commissioners
Margaret Roberts, Chair

Jeff Peterson
Kodiak Region

Helen Aderman, Secretary
Patrick Kosbruk

Bristol Bay Region

Gloria Frank
Southeast Region

Patrick Norman, Vice-Chair
Mark King

Chugach Region

Patricia Lekanoff-Gregory, Treasurer
Aleutian Members

John Crawford
Lillian Elvsaas

Cook Inlet Region
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Eligibility to Harvest and Use 
Marine Mammals under the MMPA

Section 101(b) of the Marine Mammal Protection Act provides for Indian, Eskimo or Aleut harvest and 
use of marine mammals for subsistence and handicraft. Federal regulations interpreting the MMPA require 
that a person be: originally enrolled under ANCSA, possess 1/4 Alaska Native blood quantum, or if blood 
quantum is not known, is considered to be Alaska Native by their Native village and whose parents were 
considered to be Native by their Native Village. 

In recent years, some people are finding that their children or grandchildren no longer qualify to hunt or use 
marine mammals under the current regulations. Since 2009, a number of resolutions have been submitted to 
the Alaska Federation of Natives for consideration at the Annual Convention asking Native leaders to work 
towards changing the regulations to be more inclusive of those whose blood quantum is below the minimum 
required in the regulations. 

In 2015, Sealaska Heritage Institute with the support of a number of regional or village organizations/
corporations and tribes commissioned Dr. Steve Langdon to research into the history and criteria, look at 
other eligibility definitions used by tribes and other organizations, and to develop alternatives to the existing 
definition currently in regulation. In his research, he looked at demographic data to assess how large of an 
issue this was becoming and he found that the Southern regions of Alaska were most affected by dilution, 
including Cook Inlet, Chugach, Kodiak and Southeast, and that dilution was occurring faster as time passed. 
A copy of his paper can be found on Sealaska Heritage website at: http://www.sealaskaheritage.org/sites/
default/files/MMPAFinalReport.pdf or on TASSC’s website under the Resources section. 

Currently, the issue is being worked on through a subcommittee between representatives from the AFN 
Subsistence Committee and the Indigenous People’s Council on Marine Mammals. They are working to 
develop regulatory or potentially statutory language to address the issue of eligibility while also addressing 
concerns that individuals or organizations may have regarding changing the language.

The Native Village of Afognak conducted a survey to collect information surrounding the issue. The 
survey was conducted over a two-week period and 351 Alaska Native individuals responded. Over 80% 
of the respondents possessed at least 25% Alaska Native blood and most coastal regions of Alaska were 
represented.  More than 80% actively participated in subsistence hunting and fishing, with 40% who were 

active marine mammal hunters and 46% responding 
that they create handicrafts using marine mammals. 
Almost half responded (45%) that they had children 
that were below the 25% minimum blood quantum 
and 99.7% responded that it was important that future 
generations have the opportunity to hunt and use 
marine mammals. When asked why it was or was not 
important, continuing cultural traditions was the reason 
most often cited. 

If you have questions or concerns about this issue 
please contact us or the Native Village of Afognak.  

Harbor Seal Wallet - Kayla Christiansen
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2017 Steller Sea Lion Survey Results

Conducting the annual sea lion surveys to track pup and non-pup (adult and juvenile) population trends is 
one of the most important and extensive research activities for the sea lion program at the Marine Mammal 
Laboratory (MML), Alaska Fisheries Science Center, which is the research arm of the National Marine 
Fisheries Service. The 2017 survey was no different, and involved coordination with multiple agencies 
across a very broad area. The MML and partners conducted ship, aerial and shore based surveys on 
terrestrial rookery and haulout sites in June and July 2017 from Southeast Alaska westward to the Aleutians. 
Coordinated surveys for the Eastern Population occurred in BC, Washington, Oregon and California. 

Aerial surveys were conducted from June 27 to July 5, from Southeast Alaska westward to the Shumagin 
Islands, including Prince William Sound, southern Cook Inlet, Bristol Bay and Kodiak. Boat based surveys, 
including the use of an unoccupied aircraft, were staged from the R/V Tiglax and surveyed sites from June 
22 to July 7 in the central and Western Aleutian Islands, from 166˚W to 172˚W Longitude. The Alaska 
Department of Fish and Game counted sea lions from land on Round Island the same day the aerial survey 
team surveyed northern Bristol Bay in the eastern Bering Sea.

NoN-PUP SUrvEyS: WESTErN PoPUlaTIoN
The 2015 and 2017 juvenile/adult Steller sea lion counts were very similar, with the 2017 count up 147 
non-pups and totally 19,988 non-pups counted. Most interesting was subregional variation of the raw 
counts:   
   Eastern Gulf of Alaska  Central Gulf of Alaska
 2015:  6,234     7,836
 2017:  5,264     8,952
   Difference:    -970             +1,117

The total estimated juvenile and adult population for the Western population is 42,315 (range of 38,039 to 
47,377). This is approximately 1,600 more than the 2016 estimate. The rate of increase per year since 2002 
(at 2.14%/yr) is slightly lower as compared to the rate of increase between 2003-2016 (2.24%/yr). 

Regional variation is observed among juveniles and adults:
•  Juveniles & adults have an increasing trend east of Samalga Pass (Western, Central & Eastern Gulf) - 

though this rate is slowing. Should be noted that only the eastern half of the Western GOA region was 
surveyed.  

• There was limited survey in the Eastern Aleutians so there is little change from the last two years
• Juveniles and adults statistically stable in the Central Aleutians, though declines seen in RCA 2 & 3, the 

western half of the subunit (see Figure 1 on page 5), 
• Juveniles and adults continue to decline in the Western Aleutians. 

NoN-PUP SUrvEyS: EaSTErN PoPUlaTIoN
In Southeast Alaska, a total of 18,763 live juvenile and adult Steller sea lions were counted, which is 2,505 
fewer than counted in 2015. However, over the last 30 years, despite fewer non-pups counted in 2017, the 
population has increased at a rate of 2.14% per year (1987 to 2017). 

Continued on page 5
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Sweeney, K., L. 
Fritz, R. Towell 
and T. Gelatt. 
2017. Results of 
Steller Sea Lion 
Surveys in Alaska, 
June-July 2017. 
Memorandum to 
the Record, 29 
November 2017. 

PUP SUrvEyS: WESTErN PoPUlaTIoN
For the Western population, they counted a total of 4,641 live sea lion pups. Looking at regional trends, 
as compared to 2015, the Eastern Gulf had 33% fewer pups, and the Central Gulf had 17% fewer pups. 
Modeling the survey results, the MML estimates that there are 11,953 pups in the Western population. 

Regional variation for pups is similar but not identical to juveniles and adults. 
• Over time, pup counts east of Samalga Pass are increasing, but at a much slower rate than previously 

though. This is due to the sharp declines in the Eastern and Central Gulf. 
• Rates in the Western Gulf and Eastern Aleutian are similar through 2016 and 2017. 
• Pup counts significantly down in the Central Aleutians (despite non-pups being statistically stable). 
• Pups continue to decline in the Western Aleutians. 

PUP SUrvEyS: EaSTEr PoPUlaTIoN
In Southeast, they counted a total of 7,110 live pups which was 6% lower than the count from 2015. 

ovErall
Overall, the population trend for the Western population is increasing but at a slower rate than expected 
based on prior surveys. There was likely movement of juveniles and adults from the Eastern Gulf region 
to the Central Gulf, which is the complete opposite pattern to what happened from 2000 - 2014. Though it 
was predominantly adult females and juveniles, the greater increase of females in the area did not lead to a 
corresponding increase in pups for the area. Conversely, pup counts decreased. This may be related to the 
“Blob,” the warm water mass in the North Pacific that persisted for several years and its affect on sea lion 
prey species. The 2018 Survey will be focused on the Aleutians and will provide greater detail on areas not 
surveyed in 2017.  For more information, the memorandum can be found here:
    https://www.afsc.noaa.gov/NMML/PDF/SSL_Aerial_Survey_2017.pdf

SURvEy RESULtS continued...

Figure 1 - Steller sea lion terrestrial rookeries and haulouts surveyed in June-July 2017. Survey regions, rookery cluster areas (RCAs) and boundary of the eastern 
and western distinct population segments (DPSs) in Alaska are also shown. 
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Photo: NMML

The
Alaska Sea Otter and
Steller Sea Lion
Commission

PO Box 142
Old Harbor, Alaska 99643

1-800-474-4362 (within Alaska)/1-907-286-2377 Direct
tssc@seaotter-sealion.org
www.seaotter-sealion.org

Steller Sea lion
BioSampling 

training availaBle
The Alaska Sea Otter and Steller Sea Lion Commission is planning to hold 
several biosampling training this upcoming spring and summer. 

We have funding to bring hunters from other areas to attend these 
trainings. This includes airfare and associated travel expenses such as 
lodging, meals and incidentals. 

This is a great way to learn new skills, meet other hunters, and travel 
to new places all while helping to better understand the health and 
condition of the sea lions that we harvest for subsistence. 

If you are a hunter and interested in participating, please contact Lianna 
Jack Peterson at 1-800-474-4362 (from within Alaska) or at 907-286-
2377 (direct) or by email at ljack@seaotter-sealion.org

We hope to hear from you! 
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NMFS Protected 
Resources Update

by lisa rotterman, Steller Sea 
lion Coordinator, National Marine 

Fisheries Servcie

Western DPS 5-Year Review: 
NMFS is conducting a 5-year review of the 
Western DPS of Steller sea lion. A 5-year 
review is a periodic analysis of a species’ 
status conducted to ensure that the listing 
classification of a species as threatened or 
endangered is accurate. In the review, NMFS 
will determine whether demographic and 
listing factor recovery criteria, specified in 
the 2008 Recovery Plan, have been met, 
and consider other new pertinent scientific 
information.  NMFS and FWS summarized 
what a 5-year review is, and is not, in their 
5-year guidance.

What a 5-year review IS:
•     A summary and analysis of available 

information on a given species
•     The tracking of a species’ progress toward 

recovery
•     The recording of the deliberative process 

used to make a recommendation on 
whether or not to reclassify a species

•     A recommendation on whether 
reclassification of the species is indicated

What a 5-year review IS NOT:
•     A re-listing or justification of the original 

(or any subsequent) listing action
•     A process that requires the generation of 

new data through surveys, research, or 
modeling

Alaska Fisheries 
Science Center, Marine 

Mammal Lab Update
by Tom Gelatt, Program leader

alaska Ecosystems Project

June 22- - July 4:  Field work in the western and 
central Aleutian Islands from the USFWS vessel 
Tiglax.  This work will include the capture and 
handling of young of the year sea lions at two 
islands in the western and central Aleutian to 
collect measurements and physiological samples 
for studies of health assessment, contaminants, 
and genetics.  We will also be surveying for 
previously marked sea lions, using an unmanned 
aircraft to collect aerial images of rookeries and 
haulouts, accessing remote cameras, and assisting 
killer whale researchers with tagging.

June 18 - July 11:  Manned aerial survey of all 
Steller sea lion rookeries and haulouts west of 
Dutch Harbor.  We use a NOAA twin otter aircraft 
to survey the entire range of Steller sea lions in 
Alaska over the course of two years.  This summer 
we will be surveying the western portion of the 
range. 

Tentative dates:  July 13 - 21:  Ship-based survey 
of sea lion haulouts and rookeries between Dutch 
Harbor and Kodiak Island.  We will be surveying 
for previously marked sea lions for our ongoing 
vital rates study.  

Unfortunately, this will be the first year in at least 
20 that we will not be funding our three field 
camps on Marmot and Ugamak Islands.  This 
will significantly reduce our ability to collect 
observations of marked animals on the rookeries.  
We are also not funding an adult female capture 
trip this year. 

Continued on page 8
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PROtECtEd RESOURCES UPdAtE continued...

•     A process that requires acceleration of ongoing or planned surveys, research, or 
modeling

•    A petition process
•    A rulemaking

NMFS will keep TASSC informed throughout this process and welcomes any information 
TASSC or its members want to provide.  We expect to complete the 5-year review this 
summer. 

Critical Habitat Review: 
The review of Western DPS Steller sea lion critical 
habitat is on hold while NMFS works on national 
critical habitat designation guidance.  

We value your 
feedback and advice!  

If you have story ideas, topics 
you would like to see covered, or 
questions you would like answered, 

please contact us and let us 
know! 


