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Infrared scanners monitor 
nighttime raids on herring 
During herring surveys conducted in March 2000, an 
infrared scanner detected intense nighttime foraging 
activity by Steller sea lions on overwintering herring 
schools. These observations indicated that Steller sea 
lions in Prince William Sound targeted herring schools 
during the overwinter period to the exclusion of 
pollock. This project explored the implications of these 
observations on the recovery of herring stocks in Prince 
William Sound.

Why Is PCCRC Interested? 
A better understanding of Steller sea lion foraging 
preferences is important to the management and 
recovery of herring in Prince William Sound, and the 
recovery of threatened and endangered Steller sea lions.

What Scientists Did
Researchers used an infrared scanner to monitor 
Steller sea lion nighttime winter foraging behavior on 
well-known herring concentrations in Prince William 
Sound, and on pollock stocks.

What Scientists Learned
During March 2000, prior to the PCCRC project, 
aerial and boat surveys found Steller sea lions foraging 
in three major areas of herring concentration: St. 
Matthews Bay, Rocky Bay, and Northwest Montague 
Island. No Steller sea lions were observed with pollock 
concentrations in Port Bainbridge, Montague Trench, 
and Hinchinbrook Entrance. 

During early and late March 2001, aerial and 
boat surveys, including infrared scanning, showed 
the same result as the previous year except that 
the concentration of herring in Rocky Bay had 
disappeared, and the concentration of Steller sea lions 

Objective

Evaluate the feasibility and 
effectiveness of infrared 
scanners to monitor 
nighttime foraging behavior 
of Steller sea lions in Prince 
William Sound. Determine 
the impact of Steller sea 
lion foraging on declining 
herring stocks in the sound.

Bottom Line 

Infrared scanners worked 
well to monitor Steller sea 
lion behavior at night, 
although the device had 
limitations in bad weather. 
Steller sea lion predation 
has been an important 
factor in the precipitous 
decline of herring in Prince 
William Sound. The decline 
of herring and Steller sea 
lions in the sound are 
linked. 

Pacific herring, Clupea pallasii.
Credit: Alaska Sea Grant



in that location had also 
disappeared. Despite 
two intensive, day and 
night surveys on pollock 
concentrations, not a 
single Steller sea lion 
was observed above any 
pollock concentration.

As a result of the PCCRC 
study, researchers 
concluded that marine 
mammal foraging on 
herring in Prince William 
Sound has contributed 
to precipitous declines in 
the herring population. 
Further, they believe that 
declines in both herring 
and Steller sea lion 
populations in the sound are closely linked.

Researchers found that infrared scanning technology is an effective tool for 
nighttime detection of Steller sea lion foraging activity.
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From a boat, researchers deployed this “tow fish” device with an 
acoustic scanner attached to detect schools of herring relative to the 
presence and number of Steller sea lions.
Credit: Richard Thorne, PWSSC 


