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Abstract 
Steller sea lions were listed as a Species of Special Concern in 2003 by the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC). One 
limitation to protecting sea lions is a lack of understanding of the type and level of haulout use by Steller sea lions in BC. The Department of Fisheries and 
Oceans identified seasonal distribution as a priority research action for species-at-risk management planning. Under the Canada National Parks Act and the 
Species at Risk Act, Parks Canada has responsibility to protect Steller sea lions and their habitat within its protected areas. Together, the Gulf Islands 
(GINPR), Gwaii Haanas (GHNPR) and Pacific Rim National Park Reserves (PRNPR) protect two rookeries, eight year-round haulouts and 17 winter haulouts in 
BC. Given the rates of declining Steller populations in the western portion of their range, a greater understanding of Steller sea lion haulout use in BC is 
warranted. The objectives of this project are to ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀǎƻƴŀƭ ŀōǳƴŘŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ {ǘŜƭƭŜǊ ǎŜŀ ƭƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ./Ωǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇŀǊƪǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ 
characterize haulout use by gender and age classes. Monthly vessel-based surveys were conducted in PRNPR starting January 2006 and will continue 
through fall/winter 2009-10. Surveys were expanded to GHNPR and GINPR in spring 2008. Sea lions were counted during surveys and digital photographs 
were taken to later verify counts and to identify numbers of animals for each gender and different age class (pup, juvenile, sub-adult and adult). Preliminary 
results indicate a seasonal change in the abundance of Steller sea lions as well as a marked difference in the gender and age classes of hauled animals. This 
study is the first to investigate seasonal haulout use by Steller sea lions in Canada. Results will provide managers with information necessary for 
management planning and species recovery. 

Project Goals
1. ¢ƻ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀǎƻƴŀƭ ŀōǳƴŘŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ {ǘŜƭƭŜǊ ǎŜŀ ƭƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ о Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇŀǊƪ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜǎΥ tŀŎific Rim, Gwaii Haanas and 

Gulf Islands National Park Reserves.
2. To characterize seasonal habitat use by gender and different age classes (pup, juvenile, sub-adult, adult).

Methods
Monthly vessel-based surveys in PRNPR began in January 2006 and will 
continue through fall/winter 2009-10. In 2008 one survey per season was 
undertaken GHNPR and GINPR. Sea lions were counted during surveys and 
a series of overlapping photographs were taken to later verify counts and 
to identify numbers of animals for each gender and age class (pup, 
juvenile, sub-adult and adult). Photographs were taken using a Nikon D300 
digital camera equipped with a Nikkor f4.5-5.6 80-400 mm zoom lens.

Boat-based surveys were deemed unfeasible in GHNPR due to the 
remoteness and topography of haulouts. Aerial surveys were therefore 
conducted using a de Havilland Beaver CF-JPX. Photographs were taken 
using a Nikon D80 digital camera equipped with a Nikkor f2.8 70-200 mm 
zoom lens. A series of overlapping photographs were taken of each group 
ƻŦ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǇǊƛƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƻƭƻǳǊ ƻƴ уΦрέ Ȅ ммέ 
paper at 100% magnification and animals were marked with a felt tip pen 
and counted. 

Analysis
Abundance was calculated by totalling the number of Stellers counted at each site during each survey. Change in abundance between seasons was determined by 
calculating the percent change in total counts at each site between surveys. Monthly data for PRNPR was pooled into seasonal totals for comparison. Fall and winter 
counts in GHNPR were compared to the most recent summer count (July 2006) available from DFO. Counts were also compared to a partial survey conducted in the 
spring of 2008. For the purposes of this work, a >30% change in the number or sea lions at a site was considered significant.

Results
ÅPreliminary results indicate a significant change (>30%) in the seasonal abundance of Steller sea lions. 
ÅA marked seasonal difference in the gender and age classes of hauled animals has been observed. 

PRNPR 
ω12 monthly surveys were conducted in 2008.
ωThe abundance of sea lions changed significantly between seasons at all haulouts (Figures 1-4).
ωThere is a marked difference in the number of older animals (particularly bulls) and younger animals (especially pups-of-the-year) during certain seasons and at 
particular haulouts.

Figure 1 Figure 2 Figure 3 Figure 4

GHNPR
ωTwo complete surveys (fall and winter) and a partial vessel-based survey (spring) were conducted in GHNPR. The most recently published summer census data (2006) 
was used in the absence of a summer survey. 
ωThe abundance of sea lions changed significantly between seasons at most park haulouts (Figures 5-8).
ωThe resolution of digital photos was not high enough to distinguish between gender and age categories.

Figure5 Figure 6 Figure 7 Figure 8

GINPR 
ω5 monthly surveys were conducted in 2008-09.
ωThe abundance of sea lions at both park haulouts changes seasonally. 
ωThe highest abundance occurs during the fall and winter months. No animals were observed in the summer.
ωMature bulls were most commonly present during all surveys.
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Conclusion
tǊŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǊȅ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀǎƻƴŀƭ ŀōǳƴŘŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ {ǘŜƭƭŜǊ ǎŜŀ ƭƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ./Ωǎ coastal national park reserves. A marked 
seasonal difference in the gender and age classes of hauled animals has been observed. 

Recommendations
Conduct surveys seasonally for at least three years in both GHNPR and GINPR to identify patterns of Steller sea lion abundance and distribution.
Modify survey techniques to characterize haulout use by gender and age class. Due to haulout topography it was not always possible, during vessel-based surveys, to 
see each sea lion with enough clarity to distinguish gender or age. Higher resolution photos are needed from aerial surveys to identify gender and age. 

Background
ÅParks Canada plays an important role in protecting Steller sea lions and their habitat: 50% of BC haulouts and rookeries are within national park reserves.
ÅThough aerial censuses have been conducted every 4-5 years since the early 1970s, little is known about the non-breeding abundance and distribution of 
Steller sea lions in BC. 
ÅThe federal species-at-risk management plan for Steller sea lions identifies seasonal distribution as a research priority. Such information is crucial to the 
management of the species. 
ÅGiven their rate of decline in Alaska, greater knowledge of Steller sea lion abundance, distribution and haulout use in BC is needed. A large number of pups 
and nursing females have been recently observed in PRNPR. Haulouts and adjacent nearshore areas used by juveniles and pups are considered critical 
habitat in Alaska (Raum-Suryan et. al.2004). 
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