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Summary 

The USDA Forest Service, Yakutat Ranger District, completed nine aerial surveys of Steller sea 

lion haul-out sites at the mouths of the Akwe and Alsek Rivers in 2010, with financial support 

from the Alaska Sea Otter and Steller Sea Lion Commission.  Surveys were flown between 

February 9th and May 6th.  The estimated peak number of 3,426 Steller sea lions was observed on 

March 15th, 2010, at the Alsek River haul-out. 

 

Authorization 

This project was completed under the authority of Scientific Research Permit No. 14325 issued 

by the National Marine Fisheries Service to the Alaska Department of Fish and Game.  Forest 

Service personnel of the Yakutat Ranger District were co-investigators under this permit. 

 

Introduction 

Steller sea lions (Eumetopias jubatus) were classified as “threatened” in the eastern portion of 

their range under the provisions of the U.S. Endangered Species Act in 1997 (U.S. Federal 

Register 62:24345-24355).  The eastern range of the Steller sea lion includes the area east of 

Cape Suckling, including marine waters, haul-out sites, and rookeries located on or adjacent to 

the Tongass National Forest (U.S. Federal Register 62:24345-24355), and extends south through 

the state of California.  The minimum population for Steller sea lions throughout their eastern 

range was calculated as 44,404 in 2009, with an estimated total population of 45,095-55,382 

(Angliss and Outlaw 2009).   The minimum population estimate for Steller sea lions in Southeast 

Alaska was 20,793 in 2009 (Angliss and Outlaw 2009).  Pitcher et al. (2007) reported an overall 

annual rate of population increase of 3.1% since the 1970s for the eastern stock of Steller sea 

lions throughout their range. 

 

As a federal land management agency, the U.S. Forest Service is directed to identify, manage, 

and protect essential and critical habitat for all species listed as threatened or endangered that 

occur on National Forests.  Forest Service standards and guidelines for marine mammals include 

providing for the protection and maintenance of Steller sea lion habitats (U.S. Forest Service 

2008).  In the Yakutat area, surveys indicate that Steller sea lions generally congregate in early 

February at the mouth of the Akwe River, and then move to Dry Bay along the Alsek River in 

early March (Appendix).  Steller sea lions primarily haul-out at the mouth of the Alsek River, but 

occasionally haul-out on gravel islands as far as 3 miles upriver from the mouth.  Steller sea lions 

appear to be using these areas for seasonal feeding, since they are usually present from February 

to early May when eulachon (Thaleichthys pacificus) are most abundant.  Eulachon has been 

documented as an important seasonal food source for Steller sea lions, and the presence of 

eulachon is likely a contributing factor for the timing of the sea lion feeding and haul-out in the 

Yakutat area (pers. comm. Pitcher, 2000).  Steller sea lions begin to vacate the Dry Bay haul-out 

sites when Yakutat Bay Pacific herring (Clupea harengus pallasi) congregate to spawn.   

 

 

Survey History 

There were no regular surveys of the Yakutat haul-out sites until 2000.  In the Alsek River Dry 

Bay area, Jim Capra, National Park Service Ranger, obtained a reliable count of 1,500 animals 

on April 10, 1996 (Capra 1996).  Annual surveys were initiated in 2000, encompassing 164 km 

of the Gulf of Alaska coast, from the mouth of the East Alsek River at Dry Bay west to Yakutat 
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Bay.  Index sites were identified at the mouth of the Akwe River and Alsek River (see appendix) 

to monitor Steller sea lion abundance on the Yakutat Ranger District (Lucey and Catterson 

2001).  Hauled out Steller sea lions were counted annually between 2000 and 2006.  Forest 

Service funding has not been available for surveys since 2006. In 2008, however, we conducted 

two opportunistic surveys over the index sites on March 1st and March 11th, coinciding with 

other district project work.  Capra (2009) photographed the Alsek haul-out site on April 13, 

2009, and estimated a minimum of 1,195 Steller sea lions on or near the beach, and a minimum 

of 300 or more in the near shore surf (actively feeding on eulachon). 

 

Methods 

In 2010, the Alaska Sea Otter and Steller Sea Lion Commission (TASSC) provided funding to 

cover flight costs.  Surveys were conducted simultaneously with eulachon surveys funded by the 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Office of Subsistence Management Fisheries Resource 

Monitoring Program.  Consistent with previous years, aerial survey protocol developed by the 

National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) was used with a Cessna-185 fixed-wing aircraft.  

Surveyors included biologists Nate Catterson and Susan Oehlers from the Yaktuat Ranger 

District and Bill Lucey of the Yakutat Salmon Board, with assistance from Brian Marston and 

Nicole Zeiser of the Alaska Department of Fish and Game.  Local members of TASSC and the 

Yakutat Tlingit tribe also participated in flights.  The plane was flown at an altitude of 500-1000 

ft AGL and a digital camera was used to photograph hauled-out Steller sea lions.  The images 

were over-laid with a grid and each Steller sea lion tabulated by creating a point theme in 

ArcGIS 9.2.  Three counts were performed on each photo, and the average of the three counts 

was used as the total estimate for that image.  Yakutat Ranger District biological technician 

William Richards conducted the analyses.  To verify the high numbers of Steller sea lions 

counted, wildlife biologist Susan Oehlers conducted one separate independent count of the 

March 15 survey photos.   

 

Results and Discussion 

During the March 15th survey, 3,426 Steller sea lions were counted at the Alsek site, which was 

the peak number observed (Table 1).  There was a gap, however, from February 18th to March 

15th, when no surveys were conducted due to weather, allowing for some uncertainty of actual 

peak numbers and dates.  Additionally, the March 15th numbers should be considered a minimum 

estimate due to a gap in the photo coverage for that day (one of the photo files was corrupted).  

Based on photos adjacent to the omitted area, the true number of sea lions observed hauled-out 

on this date is likely closer to 3,670; however, the numbers contained in the tables and graphs in 

this report reflect the actual number (3,426) counted from the existing photos.  The high number 

of Steller sea lions, particularly over-lapping individuals, made for challenging photo analysis on 

this date (Figure 1), and there is likely to be high variation between individual counts and 

analysts; the independent count by Susan Oehlers, however, supports the high estimate for this 

date. 

 

Steller sea lions generally peak at the Akwe site in February, depart the Akwe area by the end of 

March, peak at the Alsek by late March or early April, and depart the Alsek area by early May.  

Steller sea lions were not observed at the Akwe haul-out site until March 15th.  It is unknown, 

however, when they first arrived due to the gap in survey effort.  Earliest arrivals and latest 

departures of Steller sea lions cannot be ascertained due to project and funding limitations.  This 
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year’s peak count during March was consistent with previous years timing (Figure 2); however, 

the observed peak at the Alsek on March 15th was earlier in the  month than in most previously 

surveyed years.  Survey results from both sites indicate an overall increase in numbers since 

surveys began in 2000 (Figure 3, Table 2), omitting 2008’s limited data, with 2010 reflecting the 

highest count to date.  It is important to note that increasing resolution from newer cameras may 

play a role in the increasing estimates; however, this general trend suggests that Steller sea lion 

populations are increasing in the Yakutat region.        

 

Table 1: Distribution of Steller sea lions hauled-out at Akwe and Alsek haul-out sites, 2010 

 

    Abundace 

Date Akwe Alsek Total 

        

9-Feb   552 552 

18-Feb   509 509 

15-Mar 194 3426 3620 

24-Mar 394 1139 1533 

30-Mar   989 989 

5-Apr   1128 1128 

14-Apr   1718 1718 

29-Apr   783 783 

6-May   747 747 
 

 

Table 2: Abundance of Steller sea lions hauled-out at mouths of Akwe and Alsek Rivers,  

2000-2010 

 

Date 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2008 2010 

5-Feb  208        

9-Feb         552 

12-Feb     528     

13-Feb    896      

14-Feb  115        

18-Feb     701    509 

23-Feb  234        

25-Feb     815     

1-Mar  275        

2-Mar       430 643  

9-Mar     982     

11-Mar    702  1946  731  

13-Mar  516        

15-Mar         3620 

16-Mar      688    
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Date 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2008 2010 

17-Mar       383   

20-Mar   901       

22-Mar  609     1200   

23-Mar      1020    

24-Mar    1328 1034  1520  1533 

28-Mar 459         

29-Mar   1347       

30-Mar      163   989 

1-Apr     1141     

2-Apr  770  1111      

3-Apr       1112   

5-Apr 670        1128 

6-Apr      569    

9-Apr   718  1200     

10-Apr 390 741        

11-Apr    1728      

12-Apr 34         

14-Apr      1100   1718 

15-Apr   137       

17-Apr  337  367      

20-Apr       528   

22-Apr      72    

24-Apr 1         

26-Apr  234        

29-Apr         783 

1-May       125   

5-May 100         

6-May  92       747 
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Figure 1.  A sub-set of the Steller sea lions hauled out at the Alsek Site on March 15, 2010.   

 

 
 

 

Figure 2.  Average abundance of Steller sea lions at Alsek and Akwe Rivers by month, 

2000-2010. 
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Figure 3.  Annual peak number of Steller sea lions observed at the Alsek River haul-out 

site; 2000-2010.  (Note: There were only two surveys done in 2008: survey number is not likely 

representative of true population peak) 

 

 

 
 

 

Implications for National Forest Management 

The Dry Bay area has supported a commercial in-river gillnet salmon fishery since the early 

1900s.  Nineteen commercial fishing cabins and 3 lodges are permitted by The Park Service in 

the Dry Bay area, and currently there are 11 active temporary camps.  The Forest Service has 

active permits for a total of 24 special use camps in the Dry Bay, Akwe, and Italio River area.  

These special use permits are given primarily for commercial fishing or outfitter/guide camps.  

In general, activity does not begin until late May or early June and continues through the summer 

months until the end of the commercial fishing period and the culmination of the fall hunting 

seasons.   

 

At this time, there is no indication that occupancy at existing Forest Service permitted special use 

camps is affecting Steller sea lions.  To date, Forest Service personnel have not had an 

opportunity to observe if there is any interaction between commercial fishermen and Steller sea 

lions in the Dry Bay area.  Park Service Ranger Jim Capra reports some interaction between 

gillnet fisherman, who fish the surf line, and Steller sea lions near the mouth of the Alsek, though 

there have been no observations of lethal interactions.  During the course of this study, we have 

not observed any persons boating or camping in the areas where Steller sea lions were present.  

Steller sea lion presence at these haul-out sites is seasonal in nature.  Forest Service personnel 

have flown over these areas numerous times from June through January and have not reported 

seeing any Steller sea lions.  It appears that the period from February through May is the only 

time that Steller sea lions utilize these haul-outs. 

 



 8 

Recommended Ongoing Action   

 

• Continue monitoring trends in the seasonal abundance of Steller sea lions at Yakutat area 

haul-out sites, as funding allows.  Concentrate the surveys from mid-March to mid April 

to ensure a peak count of the haul-out in Dry Bay and minimize aerial survey costs.  Take 

advantage of incidental flights in the area to increase the range of survey time.  If funding 

remains low, conduct surveys on a semi-annual basis, and attempt at least one 

opportunistic survey each year to document continued presence at these haul-out sites.  

Enlist “volunteer” local area pilots and National Park Service personnel to visually 

monitor the population during their routine flights.   

 

• Maintain protection of haul-out sites at the Akwe River and Alsek River as important 

Steller sea lion habitat.  Forest Service standards and guidelines prohibit the development 

of any facilities, camps, or other developments within at least one mile or further from 

known haul-out sites (USFS 2008).  If any existing camps are located within 1 mile of an 

active haul-out site, restrict the occupancy at those sites to periods of the year when 

Steller sea lions are not present.   

 

• Ensure that Forest Service fish camp and outfitter/guide permittees are educated about 

laws protecting Steller sea lions.  Include language in Special Use Permit documents that 

prohibit “taking” of sea lions. “Taking” includes harassing or pursuing or attempting any 

such activity (USFS 2008). 

 

• Continue locating dead Steller sea lions and performing necropsies, to be sent to NMFS.  

Cooperate with the NPS Ranger stationed at the Dry Bay Park and Preserve to update this 

information.  Utilize the USFS metal detector to search for fishing gear or gunshot related 

deaths. 

 

Recommendations 

 

In order to effectively continue monitoring this population, a cooperative agency study plan 

should be designed.  This would improve the opportunities for multi-agency funding and provide 

better data for management of this important species.  Such a plan could include but not be 

limited to the following: 

 

• Station a remote digital camera at each haul-out site  prior to Steller sea lion migration to 

better monitor the population with fewer disturbances and reduced long-term costs.   

 

• Obtain improved imagery through high spatial resolution sensors, enhancing our ability 

to determine sex and age composition of the Dry Bay population, as well as improving 

count accuracy.  

 

• Conduct surveys from the ground or through previously described remote cameras to 

search for marked animals at the haul-out sites. 
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• Capture animals at the haul-out site, obtain DNA samples, and mark both visually and 

with GPS tracking devices.  This would provide valuable information on Steller sea Lion 

movement patterns and any interactions and/or genetic overlap with the western stock.  
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