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Are waters around Steller sea lion 
haulouts important foraging areas? 
Pups and juvenile Steller sea lions are most at risk for 
mortality associated with changes in prey abundance 
and availability. Understanding the role of haulouts to 
the survival of Steller sea lions is a critical issue facing 
scientists and fishery managers.

Why Is PCCRC Interested?
Commercial fisheries harvests have the potential to 
interact with Steller sea lions. Further understanding 
of these interactions is important to maintaining the 
fisheries and protecting endangered and threatened 
Steller sea lions.

What Scientists Did
Nearshore fishes around haulouts are potential prey 
for Steller sea lions, especially pups, as they learn 
to forage and supplement their milk diets during 
weaning. Scientists conducted spring, summer, and 
winter scientific diving surveys around two Steller sea 
lion haulouts and two control sites on Kodiak Island 
to determine the abundance and composition of forage 
fishes. Concurrent habitat surveys were 
used to quantify substrate, macroalga, 
and benthic invertebrate cover.

What Scientists Learned
The area within 90 meters of Steller 
sea lion haulout sites had fewer fish 
than control sites, but similar species 
richness and species composition. Two 
notable differences between haulout 
and control sites were that greenling 
were more abundant around haulouts 
and rockfish were more abundant 

Objectives

Determine the abundance 
and composition of forage 
fishes around two Steller 
sea lion haulouts and two 
control sites. Concurrent 
habitat surveys were used 
to quantify substrate, 
macroalgae, and benthic 
invertebrate cover.

Bottom Line 

Results do not indicate 
that fish assemblages at 
haulouts are substantially 
different from other 
headland sites. The only 
notable differences were 
that greenling were more 
abundant around haulouts 
and rockfish were more 
abundant around controls.

Steller sea lions near  
Kodiak Island. 

Credit: David Brenner, Alaska Sea Grant

Rock greenlings are often found in 
Alaska’s rocky nearshore habitats.
Credit: Heloise Chenelot, UAF/SFOS



around controls. In 
winter, fish were fewer but 
more evenly distributed. 
Habitat characteristics 
were not significantly 
different between Steller 
haulouts and control 
sites. All sites had seasonal 
cover of canopy-forming 
kelp, and overstory algal 
cover was heavy down to 
21 m. At approximately 
27 m the habitat changed 
abruptly from kelp 
covered bedrock to bare 
gravel and shell hash. 
While nearshore fish were 
an important component 
of Steller diets, results 
from this study do not indicate that fish assemblages at haulouts are substantially 
different from other headland sites, other than the greenling and rockfish populations.
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Bull kelp, Nereocystis luetkeana, provides nearshore habitat for Steller 
sea lion prey. credit: Heloise Chenelot, UAF/SFOS


