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Sea lions and fishermen—
can they coexist?
Much of the debate over the impact of commercial 
groundfish fisheries and Steller sea lions centers on 
the belief that fishermen catch too many fish at critical 
times and in places that conflict with the needs of 
Steller sea lions. In response, federal regulations have 
imposed no-fishing buffers of as much as 20 miles 
wide around sea lion haulouts and rookeries, and 
closed critical habitat areas to commercial fishing.

Why Is PCCRC Interested? 
Analysis of how groundfish fisheries and Steller sea  
lion foraging overlap in space and time has never been 
undertaken. Such analysis is needed to determine the  
effectiveness of fishery management measures intended 
to minimize impacts on Steller sea lions.

What Scientists Did
Researchers used data on sea lion distribution and 
commercial fisheries activities to assemble maps that 
show how commercial groundfish fisheries overlap 
in space and time with Steller sea lions in the Gulf of 
Alaska and Bering Sea. Fisheries catch, effort, and 
location data were combined with sea lion counts 
and foraging distance information to produce maps 
and identify the potential overlap and probability of 
commercial fisheries encounters with sea lions. 

What Scientists Learned
Findings suggest very few interactions between 
groundfish fisheries and Steller sea lions during 
summer, and significantly more interactions during 
winter. However, many of the potential interactions 
during winter have likely been mitigated by closures 
or reductions in fishing effort within regions 
designated by NOAA Fisheries as critical habitat. 

Objective

Evaluate the extent of space 
and time overlap between 
groundfish fisheries and 
Steller sea lions in the Gulf 
of Alaska and Bering Sea.

Bottom Line 

Interactions between 
groundfish fisheries and 
Steller sea lions were few 
during summer, and more 
frequent during winter. 
Some regions designated 
as critical habitat appear 
to be little used by sea 
lions, while other areas 
used by sea lions have no 
official designation. A first 
of its kind model to predict 
sea lion habitat–fishing 
interaction probabilities was 
developed.

Steller sea lion. 
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Pollock aboard a Bering Sea 
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Researchers also discovered 
that some regions 
designated as critical 
habitat appear to be 
little used by sea lions, 
while other areas that 
are likely heavily used by 
sea lions have no official 
designation. Results also 
suggest that the Gulf of 
Alaska is more important 
in terms of sea lion habitat 
than the Bering Sea. 

Further Study
Continued development 
of the Steller sea lion 
habitat model is needed, 
as well as development of 
analytical methods to test its validity and evaluate the degree of overlap between sea 
lion habitat and commercial fishing effort. The tools being developed to accomplish 
these research objectives are evolving into a software system capable of evaluating 
management decisions regarding commercial fisheries and Steller sea lions. 
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Sunset at Dutch Harbor–Unalaska, the nation’s top seafood port in  
annual volume landed. Credit: Kurt Byers, Alaska Sea Grant


