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PROJECT INTRODUCTION 
This project is Phase 2 of a 3-phase initiative to determine reproduction, survival and 
depredation in Steller sea lions. Phase 1 was a twelve-year collaborative effort including 
LHX tag development, refinement of capture, holding and surgical implantation 
techniques, extensive physiological and behavioral impact assessments and deployment 
of LHX tags in 36 individuals (previous related PCCRC funding to Horning 2002, 
Mellish 2008, Mellish 2009). In Phase 2, we will deploy second generation implanted 
Life History Transmitters (LHX-2 tags) into up to 10 pre-reproductive female western 
Steller sea lions. LHX-2 tags transmit via satellite the archived records of birth events 
and foraging effort after the death of the host. Data collected over the immediate post-
mortem period can allow for inferences as to the cause of death (predation vs. non-
predation). Phase 3 will ultimately see the deployment of LHX-2 tags in individuals from 
the Aleutian Islands region.  
 
2014 SUMMARY UPDATE 
As described in our 2013 summary update, we proceeded with an alternative study 
approach to work within the constraints of our existing NMFS authorization for animal 
handling. This approach consolidated two years of collection activities into a single 
extended field season.   
Sea lion collections. Two trips of 10d each were completed aboard the R/V Norseman I 
out of our home port of Seward. The first collection occurred during 7-17 April, 2014 
(under NPRB companion grant). This period included one day of safety drills, three 
transit days, and six active capture days. The capture team consisted of  five divers (C. 
Arnold, B. Long, L. Hartman, J. Guthridge, D. Woodie), one veterinarian (P. Tuomi), one 
NPRB representative (A. Enghirst), and six research personnel (J. Mellish, C. Shuert, L. 
Buck, J. Skinner, T. Efird, J. Maniscalco). In total, 25 sea lions were captured. Of these 
25, seventeen were male, and eight were female. Six of the eight females met implant 
mass criteria and were transported to the ASLC quarantine facility. The second collection 
trip (under PCCRC funding) occurred during 22 July – 1 August 2014. This trip similarly 
included one day of safety drills, three transit days and six active capture days. The 
capture team consisted of four divers (C. Arnold, B. Long, J. Guthridge, D. Woodie), one 
veterinarian (C. Goertz), and six research personnel (J. Mellish, C. Shuert, M. Horning, 
T. Efird, M. Shero, A. Hindle). A total of twenty sea lions were captured on this second 
trip, comprised of fourteen males, two females that did not meet implant mass criteria, 
and four females that were transported to the ASLC.  



LHX2 implant activities. Animals were maintained in temporary captivity at the ASLC 
South Beach Quarantine facility for approximately two weeks prior to and post-surgery. 
The first set of implantation procedures occurred during the period of April 29- May 1, 
2014. Of the six females, five met pre-surgery criteria as set by our NMFS authorization, 
which included the following: 
1. eating to gain mass 
2. within 5% of intake mass 
3. > 90kg total mass 
4. > 2cm blubber depth.  
Attending veterinarians were M. Haulena (Vancouver Aquarium), C. Goertz (ASLC), P. 
Tuomi (ASLC) and K. Woodie (ASLC). All five procedures were performed without 
complication. The sixth individual was hot-iron branded as per our NMFS requirements 
and will serve as a valuable control. All six individuals were released with external 
satellite tags on May 14, 1014. Co-PI M. Horning was on site from on week prior to 
surgery through release.  
The second set of LHX2 implantation procedures took place during the period of August 
12-14, 2014. All four individuals were implanted successfully without complication. 
Release of this final cohort with external transmitters occurred on August 28, 2014.  
Permits and Authorizations. All protocols were approved prior to animal handling 
activities by the University of Alaska Fairbanks and the ASLC Institutional Animal Use 
and Care Committee, with a reciprocal agreement in place with Oregon State University. 
Activities were conducted under National Marine Fisheries Service authorization 14335, 
which expired on 31 August 2014.  
 
PUBLICATIONS & PRESENTATIONS 
J. Mellish participated in the Sitka Whalefest in November 2014, with a talk entitled “’Til 
death do us part: Unlocking Steller sea lion mysteries.” A short film, ’The Hunters’, was 
prepared by J. Mellish and C. Shuert. This film was submitted to the AOOS competition, 
and has been featured on the NPRB webpage.  
 
FUTURE  
Given the condensed field season, we were able to complete the bulk of our objectives in 
a greatly reduced timeframe. The remaining objectives will be to compile data returns 
and prepared publications, which will primarily be under the direction of Markus 
Horning at OSU (under companion NPRB grant). J. Mellish will continue this effort 
under the existing funding level through the end of June 2015, and the third year of the 
award will not be requested. We request permission to for acceptance of this report to be 
considered final for the project, as J. Mellish will be moving from her position at UAF.  
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