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House Joint Resolution 44
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Scssiom

Room 409

Capitol Building

Juneau, Alaska 99801

Phone: 907465-2487

Toll Free: 800-865-2487

Fax: 9074654956

Email: rep.dan.ogy@legis.state.ak.us

Interim:

112 Mill Bay Road
Kodiak, Alaska 99615
Phone: 907486-8872
Fax: 907-486-5264

"Relating to research into the decline of the Southwest Alaska
population of the Northern Sea Otter in the western Gulf of Alaska."

The Southwest Alaska population of Northern Sea Otters has declined as much as 65
percent since the mid-1970s. In response to this precipitous decline, the United States
Fish and Wildlife Service recently proposed listing the sea otters in the Southwest region
as threatened under the Endangered Species Act.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has said they do not currently anticipate commercial
fishing closures due to the decline in sea otters. However, as we have witnessed with
Steller sea lions, commercial fishing activity in Southwest Alaska could be curtailed if
sea otters gain protected status. Our coastal communities, as well as the state as a whole,
depend heavily on revenue generated by commercial fishing.

In an attempt to be proactive, this resolution asks the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and
the U.S. Congress to provide $5 million per year for five years for researc.i into the
abundance of Northern Sea Otters and the reasons behind their decline. Since Kodiak is
uniquely situated in the Gulf of Alaska and is also a large commercial fishing port, the

resolution asks that research into the sea otters’ population decline be centered in Kodiak,
with field stations in other western Alaska coastal communities.

Previous surveys of sea otter population levels have been sporadic and have not produced
long-term reliable data. It is imperative that scientists immediately begin to consistently
monitor and investigate the sea otters’ decline to mitigate the potential negative effects on

Alaska’s commercial fishing industry.
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U.S. FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE PROPOSES LISTING SOUTHWEST ALASKA SEA
OTTERS AS “THREATENED” UNDER ENDANGERED SPECIES ACT

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is proposing to list the southwest Alaska Distinct Population Segment of
the northern sea otter (Enhydra lutris kenyom) as threatened under the Endangered Species Act (Ef A) A
Proposed Rule regarding the listing was published today in the Federal Register. The Service wii' accept
comments on the proposed rule for the next 120 days.

“We are proposingto list the sea otter population in southwest Alaska based on survey data »m ...eating that it
has declined dramatically over the last 10 to 15 years,” said Rowan Gould, Regional Director of the Service’s
Alaska Region. “This population, which once contained more than half of the world’s sea otters, has
declined at least 56 to 68 percent since the mid-1980s and we have no indications that the decline has

ceased.”

Under the ESA, “species” is defined broadly to include species, subspecies, and also to include Distinct
Population Segments, or DPS, of vertebrate species. A DPS is a portion of a vertebrate species or subspec- .
that is discrete from the remainder of its taxon and also is significant to that taxon. The ESA defines a
“threatened " species as one that is likely to become endangered in the foreseeable future. An “endangered”
species is defined as being in danger of extinction throughout all or a significant portion of its range.

The proposed rule describes the southwest Alaska DPS of the northern sea otter as occurring in nearshore
waters from the Aleutian Islands to Cook Inlet, including waters adjacent to the Aleutians, the Alaska
Peninsula, and the Kodiak archipelago. This corresponds to the range of the southwest stock of sea otteis
recognized in 2002 by the Service in accordance with provisions of the Marine Mammal Protection Act.
Two other stocks ofsea otters in Alaska that also were recognized in 2002, the southcentral and southeast
stocks, are believed to be stable or increasing and are not included in the proposed rule published today.

Between the mid 1700s and the early 1900s, commercial hunting of sea otters brought the entire species to
the brink of extinction. When they became protected from commercial harvest in 1911 under the
International Fur Seal Treaty, only 13 small remnant populations were known to still exist, including six in
southwest Alaska. Following this protection, otters from 11 of these populations gradually recovered and re-
colonized their former range in southwest Alaska and some other portions of their historic range.

A substantial decline in the southwest Alaska otter population appears to have begun in ihemid- to late
1980s. In the Aleutians, there were approximately 55,000 to 74,000 sea otteis in the mid-1980s, representing
almost half of the world’s estimated population of sea otters at that time. Aerial surveys since that time,
however, indicate a progressive decline in the number of otters in the Aleutians, where the current population
is estimated to be less than 9,000 animals. Survey results also show substantial declines have occurred in the
Alaska Peninsula, where the counts of otters have declined by more than 65 percent since the mid 1980s. In
the Kodiak Archipelago, surveys indicate the number of otters has declined more than 55 percent since the



latel980s. Overall, the DPS has declined an estimated 56 to 68 percent over the past 10 to 15 yeais, and
recent surveys indicate the decline is continuing.

The cause of the population decline is not clear. Production of young does not appear to be reduced, nor is
there evidence that starvation, disease, or contaminants are involved. There also is no evidence that
entanglement in commercial fishing gear or competition with fishermen for prey species is playing a
significant role in the decline, and annual subsistence harvest by Alaska Natives is believed to be too low to
contribute significantly to the decline. Some evidence points to predation by killer whales as apossible
cause of the decline in the Aleutian Island chain. However, additional research will be needed before we can

confidently identify the cause of the decline.

The proposed rule to list the southwest DPS of the otter as threatened does not include a proposal for
designating critical habitat. As explained in the proposed rule, critical habitat is not determinable at this
time. As part of the request for public comments on the proposal to list the DPS, the Service is seeking
information regarding features and specific areas that the Service should consider for a critical habitat
proposal, in the event that the listing becomes final. If the Service does propose critical habitat for the DPS
in the future, the public would have an opportunity to comment on such aproposal.

I the southwest Alaska DPS of the sea otter is listed as threatened under the ESA, a recovery plan would be
developed for it. This plan would bring together efforts by Federal, State, Alaska Native groups, local
agencies, and private entities for the conservation of the DPS.

The Service invites the public to submit data, information, and comments on the proposed rule. The Service
will accept comments on the proposed rule for the next 120 days, and during that time the Service also will
hold one or more public hearings where the public can obtain information and offer comments. Requests for
public hearings need to be received by the Service within the next 60 days. A copy of the proposed rule and
other information about the proposal is available on the Internet at http://alaska.fws.gov/cuiTenthtm.
Comments on the proposal can be emailed to fw7 swakseaotter@fws.gov.

You can subscribe to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Alaska Region listserver to have our press releases
sent to your e-mail address automatically by sending a message to: listserv@www.fws.gov. Please indicate
that you would like to subscribe to FWS-Alaska news and give your name in the body of the message.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is the principal federal agency responsible for conserving, protecting, and
enhancing fish, wildlife, and plants and their habitats for the continuing benefit of the American people. The
Service manages the 95-inillion-acre National Wildlife Refuge System, which encompasses 542 national
wildlife refuges, thousands of small wetlands and other special management areas. It also operates 69
national fish hatcheries, 64 fishery resource offices, and 81 ecological services field stations. The agency
enforces federal wildlife laws, administers the Endangered Species Act, manages migratory bird populations,
restores nationally significant fisheries, conserves and restores wildlife habitat such as wetlands, and helps
foreign governments with their conservation efforts. It also oversees the Federal Aid program that distributes
hundreds of millions of dollars in excise taxes on fishing and hunting equipment to state fish and wildlife

agencies.

- FWS

For more information about the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,
visit our home page at http://www.fvs.gov
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Comments on research needs:

Northern Sea Otter, Southwest Alaska Discrete Population Segment (DPS)

Kate Wynne, UAF Marine Advisory Program
1 March 2004

The number of Northern sea otters occurring from the Aleutian to the Barren Islands has
apparently declined 56-68% since 1976 for unknown reasons and with no indication of recovery.
Although they continue to inhabit the breadth of their coastal range, sea otter numbers in different
portions of southwestern Alaska have declined by 27-70 %, with the steepest declines occurring since
the late 1980's. In response, the USFWS has proposed to list the Southwest Alaska Discrete Population

Segment (DPS) of the Northern Sea Otter as Threatened under the Endangered Species Act (FR 69

(28): 6600-6621, 11 Feb 2004)

Sea otter surveys throughout this area have been sporadic and asynchronous. Aerial surveys
have covered disjointed portions of the coast in different months and different years but no range-wide
counts have been made for this DPS. Although this precludes a direct assessment of the sea otter’s

decline throughout this range, a consistent downward trend has been noted in each area surveyed.

Population declines of this magnitude indicate a broadscale increase in mortality or decrease in
reproductive potential. Human-induced mortality through subsistence harvest, incidental fishery takes,
and habitat destruction (e.g. oil spills) occur within this DPS’ range but are not believed to be significant
contributors to the decline. Sea otters in this DPS do not appear to be food-limited nor mortally burdened
by parasites, although limited recovery of carcasses from their remote AK coastline has hampered full
investigation. Although predation by killer whales has been hypothesized as a mortality factor, experts

disagree on the potential scale of this mortality factor. Little information is available to assess trends in

reproductive success.

Steller sea lion and sea otter numbers have declined in approximately the same area and time
frame in southwest Alaska. Whether similar environmental and anthropogenic factors affected these
species or not, sea otter managers may benefit from insights gained from multi-million dollars of
dedicated sea lion research.

1) There is likely no “smoking gun" or single clear cause for the decline of either species in
southwestern Alaska. Long term studies are needed to track population-level changes and

temporal variability. Ecosystem-level studies may be needed to identify the mechanisms and

processes driving declines.



2) It may be impossible to determine the original cause(s) o( the population’s decline through
retroactive analyses; identifying the current limits to the sea otter's recovery may prove a better
investment of energy.

3) The challenge of studying either species over the breadth of their decline is prohibitive. By
selecting comparative small-scale study sites within and outside the area of decline, researchers

can monitor and compare the growth, health, diet, prey availability, and movements of declining

and stable populations.

What's needed?
Researchers at the USFWS/MMM and USGS/BRD are conducting aerial and boat-based surveys

to estimate sea otter abundance and monitor trends along varying segments of the Alaska coast. While
helpful for monitoring trends within each area, there is a chance for animal movement between surveys
so a more synoptic and synchronous count of the entire stock is needed to derive an abundance estimate
for the DPS. This would require additional funds to support an increase in the number of aircraft and

observers to survey the entire range during the same time period.

Sea otter (or other species) recovery may be constrained by factors that are either increasing
their mortality rates or decreasing reproductive potential. One way of assessing the role of these factors
in sea otter declines is by comparing the status (condition, diet, habitat use, population structure, and
age-specific mortality) of sea otters spatially (area of decline vs stability) and/or temporally (current vs
historic datasets). Particular areas of study and comparison may include:

0 Health/condition: prevalence of disease or parasites, contaminant levels, stress hormones,
reproductive status, and physiological condition

0 Habitat use: movements and habitat use by tagged animal vs availability, identification of pupping
areas and other critical habitat

o Diet: identify prey species, determine if prey is limited in abundance or quality/contaminants,

identify and assess health of sympatric benthic consumers

o Predation: determine age- or sex-specific predation by eagles, predatory fish, killer whales

Long term intensive studies of sea otters and their habita., as conducted by J. Estes and others in
Adak and Amchitka, have proven invaluable in assessing the role sea otters play in their changing
environment. But historically, budgetary constraints have limited agency efforts to count, capture, tag, and
monitor sea otters elsewhere in Alaska. Past studies in the Kodiak Archipelago and Prince William Sound
have elucidated sea otter movement and foraging dynamics but have lacked longevity and integration
with existing ecosystem-based research projects (e.g GAP, EVOS). Researchers from the USFWS/MMM
and USGS/BRD plan to capture and tag sea otters in the Kodiak area in 2004 but their efforts are self-

described as 'bare-bones’ due to budget constraints.



Best case scenario
If additional funding were available for sea otter research and conservation, a multi-year and

multi-disciplinary program could be developed to integrate and compare studies of sea otters, their prey,
and habitat at two or three study sites. For instance, by maintaining an Aleutian Island study area (severe
decline) and establishing long-term study areas in Kodiak (moderate decline), and Prince William Sound
or southeast Alaska (outside DPS and stable/increasing), population parameters and habitat needs of sea
otters within the declining DPS could be compared to those from a 'healthy' stock. A fixed field station
could be established within each of these focal areas from which to conduct long-term and seasonal
studies on sea otter movements, condition, and benthic prey. These could then be integrated into
ecosystem-based studies of local environment, human activities, sympatric competitors (e.g. gray whales,
sea ducks, arrowtooth flounders) and examination of oceanographic, meteorological, ecological, and
physiological linkages. Specific mechanics of such an approach might involve coordinating the following:
0 Seasonal abundance and distribution surveys: conduct repeated boat surveys to determine
trends in sea otter sex/age structure and $: pup ratio. Use these to groundtruth overlapping aerial

abundance surveys.

0 Sea otter captures: collect blood, fat samples to monitor health parameters, reproductive status,

contaminant loads, stress hormones

0 Sea otter tagging studies: define critical habitat, movements, derive correction factors for

aerial/boat survey counts, determine seasonal diet, and age-sex specific mortality factors

(predation)
o Habitat studies: Identify, quantify abundance, and assess contaminant loads in sea otter prey.

Monitor oceanographic/meteorological conditions and their impact on the condition of prey

species
Carcass recovery: access samples to compare to 1970’'s ADFG harvest dataset and capture data

above
o0 Conduct surveys for beachcast carcasses and collect biosamples from Native harvest,

o Coordinate with Native marine mammal commissions and village sentinels
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Senate Resources Committee

Senator Scott Ogan

State Capitol, Room 103

Juneau, AK 99801-1182

Ph: 907-465-3878; Fax:907-465-3265
Email: Senator Scott Qgan@leqis.state.ak.us

April 14, 2004

RE: Support for HIR 44 - Sea Otter Resolution

Dear Senator Ogan,

I am writing on behalf of the Southeast Alaska Regional Dive Fisheries Association (SARDFA).
SARDFA is a non-profit, economic development corporation whose mission is to develop, expand,
and enhance new and existing dive fisheries in Southeast Alaska. SARDFA's administration is
supported by a portion of the assessments on the dive resources (7% on sea urchins, and 5% on

both sea cucumbers and geoduck).

SARDFA has been monitoring the sea oiler situation in Alaska, as it directly affects our industry.
SARDFA has also been developing ideas and support for proactive approaches to sea otter
management in Southeast Alaska, some of which may also be of value to Southwest Alaska. To
date, we have gained support from United Fishermen of Alaska and Southeast Conference.

SARDFA would like to express support for HIR 44. SARDFA has been researching this situation
and most of the issues boil down to one thing - not enough research has been done to know
what is going on with the sea otter population in Southwest Alaska beyond the observation of a

general decline.

The two questions that are unanswered at this time are:
1) How large of a decline is being observed?
2) What is the cause of the decline?

SARDFA believes the following information is useful to you in your consideration of this
resolution. In Table 1 of the Federal Register, published on February 11, 2004, which announces
the proposed listing of the Southwest Alaska otters as threatened under the Endangered Species
Act, there are 21 different counts or estimates of otters listed for seven different areas of SW AK,
which span a period of 37 years and use several different methodologies. This research is very

sporadic and would not be valid to a statistician.

In another publication titled, "Studies of Southeastern Alaska Sea Otter Populations: Distribution,
Abundance, Structure, Range Expansion and Potential Conflicts with Shellfisheries" (by Kenneth

Pitcher, ADF&G, 1989), the following is reported:
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"It was disappointing to see the amount of variation between replicate counts. While the
distributional data obtained during the surveys were likely quite good, the value of the estimates of
population size, even as population indicies, was limited. When a series of such estimates over a
number of years become available, they can be useful in evaluating general population trend and
estimating average rate of increase; however the variability is so great that meaningful annual
comparisons will be impossible, particularly if only single counts are made."

In fact, Pitcher felt so strongly about the poor replication of sea otter counts that one of his six
recommendations at the end of his report was this:

"Thought should be given to developing new techniques for either estimating total population size
or obtaining reliable indicies of abundance for sea otters. There was considerable variability in
replicate counts conducted during this study. Studies of population dynamics would benefit from

more accurate data."

In light of this information, SARDFA would like to recommend the following changes to HJIR 44:

1

2)

3)

4)

After page two, line 1, insert: "Whereas information from monitoring programs
administered by NMFS indicates that interactions between sea otters and commercial
fisheries result in less than one instance of mortality per year within the Southwest
Alaska distinct population segment; and" (excerpt from Federal Register)

After the above, insert: "Whereas information from the NTRP estimates the subsistence
harvest of sea otters from the Southwest Alaska distinct population segment (DPS)
averaged less than 100 sea otters per year during the 19S0s and the impact of the
subsistence harvest is negligi’ !o; and" (excerpt from Federal Register)

Amend page 2, line 4, to read: "Whereas the cause of the decline in abundance of the
Southwest Alaska population of the Northern Se Otter is unknown, although the weight
of evidence of available information suggests that predation by killer whales may be the
most likely cause of the sea otter decline in the Aleutian Islands; and" (excerpt from
Federal Register)

After page two, line 18, add: "and be it further resolved that the Alaska State Legislature
respectfully requests the United States Fish and Wildlife Service not list the Southwest
Alaska sea otter as threatened until the amount of decline and cause of decline is better
understood through intensive research."

Thank you for your consideration.

Sincerely,

Members of:
Southeast Conference
United Fishermen of Alaska
Pacific Coast Shellfish Growers' Assoc.

Julie Decker, Executive Director

Cc: Senator Bert Stedman

Representative Peggy Wilson

Representative Bill Williams

Linda Hay, Aide to Senator Ogan

Mark Vinsel, Executive Director, United Fishermen of Alaska
Meilani Schijvens, Executive Director, Southeast Conference
Don Bremner, Central Council

SARDFA Board of Directors

Interstate Shellfish Sanitation Conference



CITY OF KODIAK
RESOLUTION NUMBER 04-11

A RESOLUTION OF THE COUNCIL OF THE CITY OF KODIAK SUPPORTING
FUNDING FOR RESEARCH INTO THE DECLINE OF THE SOUTHWEST ALASKA
POPULATION OF THE NORTHERN SEA OTTER IN THE WESTERN GULF OF
ALASKA

WHEREAS, the Southwest Alaska population of the Northern Sea Otter in the western Gulf of
Alaska may have declined as much as 65 percent since the mid-1970s; and

WHEREAS, the Southwest Alaska population of the Northern Sea Otter is found in the near
shore waters of the Aleutian Islands, the Alaska Peninsula, and the Kodiak Archipelago; and

WHEREAS, the United States Fish and Wildlife Service has recently proposed listing the
Southwest Alaska population of the Northern Sea Otter as threatened under the Endangered Species
Act; and

WHEREAS, commercial fishing activity in the western Gulf of Alaska may be restricted if the
Southwest Alaska population of the Northern Sea Otter is listed under the Endangered Species Act;

and

WHEREAS, coastal communities of western Alaska, and the State of Alaska as a whole, are
heavily dependent upon the revenue generated by commercial fishing in the nearshore waters of the
western Gulf of Alaska; and

WHEREAS, Kodiak, a major commercial fishing port in the United States, is located in the
western Gulf of Alaska, the area of the sea otter population decline; and

WHEREAS, the cause of the decline in abundance of the Southwest Alaska population of the
Northern Sea Oder is unknown; and

WHEREAS, long-term studies are needed to assess changes in the sea otter population in
Southwest Alaska and to determine the extent of variability in sea otter population levels; and

WHEREAS, previous surveys of sea otter population levels off western Alaska have been
sporadic;

NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED that the Council of the City of Kodiak, Alaska, fully
supports Alaska House Joint Resolution 44 and respectfully requests support of the United States
Fish and Wildlife Service and funding from the United States Congress of $5,000,000 a year for the
next five years to conduct research to determine the cause of the decline of the Southwest Alaska
population of the Northern Sea Otter in the western Gulf of Alaska;

Resolution 04-11
Page 10f2



BE ITFURTHER RESOLVED that the Council of the City of Kodiak respectfully requests that
research regarding the Southwest Alaska population of the Northern Sea Otter be centered in Kodiak,
with fieid stations located in the coastal communities of western Alaska where the Northern Sea

Otter occurs.

COPIES of this resolution shall be sent to the Honorable Gale Norton, United States Secretary
of the Interior; the Honorable Steve Williams, Director, Fish and Wildlife Service, U.S. Department
of the Interior; the Honorable J. Dennis Hastert, Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives; the
Honorable Ted Stevens, President Pio Tempore of the U.S. Senate; the Honorable Lisa Murkowski,

U.S. Senator; and the Honorable Don Young, U.S. Representative.

CITY OF KODIAK

MAYOR
ATTEST:

CITY CLERK Adopted: April 8, 2004
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