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THE REHAVIOR AND éOPULATION STRUCTURE OF SEA OTTERS TRANSPLANTED TO
VANCOUVER ISLAND, BRITISH COLUMBIA

Moprs et Iy 78

Bigg and MacAskie (1978) conducted aerial censuses for sea
otters along the northwestern Vancouver Island coast during 1977
and reported finding up to 55 at Bunsby Islands and 15 at Bajo
Reef, 80 km to the southeast. Thesé were survivors of 89 trans-
planted from Alaska to the Bunsby Islands in 1969-72. The species had been
extinct in B.C. since about 1930. This note giveé the results cof
the first behavioral study of sea ogters at the Bunsby Islands,
conducted by us in June and July, 1978. It also gives the results
of two aerial censuses at this site and at Bajo Reef by staff of
the Pacific Biological Statiom, Nanaimo, B.C. on June 15, 1978 and
by the B.C._Fish and Wildlife Branch, Nanaimo, B.C. on February 19,
1979.

Observatiqns were carried out in Checleset Bay (Figures 1 and 2)
from June 1 — July 4 and July 12 - August 1, 1978. An initial
reconnaissance (June 1 — 3 ) for sea otters by means of inflatable
boats tended by the 17 m University of Victoria océanographic
vessel, the MSSV John Strickland, located sea otter rafts and
individual animals in reef areas 2 - 6 kmrto the southwest of the
Bunsby Islands. Subsequently, two observers (R. Morris and B.
Emerson) operéting from a base camp on Checkaklis Island utilized
a 4m aluminum skiff and a 5 m Canova inflatable to reach
observation points on Gull Island, Bleeding Rock, Dozing Rock,

Deer Island, Mid Rocks, Farout Reefs, and a reef 75 m south of

Humpback Island. When rough sea conditions made landing at these
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locations hazardous, lookout points on Checkaklis Island and
Cautious Island were utilized and with good visibility sea otters

near Humpback Island and closer inshore could be sighted with a

spotting scope. For July a blind was constructed on Gull Island
to observe sea otters' activity there at dawn and dusk. The
inflatable boat was used to extend the surveys for sea otters along
the south coast of the Brooks Peninsula, into the Bﬁnsby Islands,
the Cuttle Islets, the Barriér Islands, and the Mission Group and
along the coast of Vancouver Island between the Bunsby Islands and
. the Mission Group. Observations were made with a 25X spotting
scope, 10X50 binoculars, and 35 mm camera with 400 mm lens.

During observations of sea otters the following infermation
was recorded: location, number counted, behavior, direction of
travel (non-stop, unidirectional swimming), food-types coﬁsumed,
and significant environmental infliuences such as weather and sea
conditions, potential predators, and ;eef and kelp bed habitat.
Details are recorded in Morris et al. (Ms) available from the
authors. To obtain an estimate of age structure in the population,
pelage soloration and relative body size of individuals was recorded.
- A whitening of the pelage, particularly on the head, indicated
advancing age, or "older" adults (see Kenyon, 1969; Loughlin, 1977).
Similarly, grey-headed animals, or those with white and brown

‘mixture, were taken to be younger adults. Juveniles had slimmer

bodies than adults, and usually a darker brown coloration throughout




disperéédfgoon'a'te_ dawn’ (approx. 0530 h ) the following day.

this-raft made at dusk and following dawn

simultanedis:

Farout Reefs



location. ' However,

totals which wer

describe&:a“6Vé F ty4pﬁ§;sea,otters were sighted in Checleset
Bay: 23'iﬁ"é téft"ffHﬁﬁﬁEéck Island and 28 in a raft at Farout

Reefs. 'AlédjiIG_indiﬁiduals were sighted at Bajo Reef. These

counts are”Siﬁil fﬁévtﬁééé reported in 1977 {Bigg and MacAskie,

1978). At £haﬁ“_iﬁé?Ssiigaividuals‘formed one raft at Farout Reefs.
A éiéﬁ;fi¢#p£f§;¥iﬁ£ibn in the these  rafting patterns occurred
during théﬁgﬁly_$f6£$ipé;iod observed (June 6-13) when a raft of
10-45 indi@idﬁélq3wa;ﬁfeéorded at Gull Island during the day and
evening. . ﬁiﬁg;égégéﬁ;ﬁtuof the storm, the maximum count of 40-50

individuaié’%aéf?edbfde& at Farout Reefs (June 13). This suggests

movemepgyf:q it ‘exposed rafting areas at Humpback Island and

FaroutheefSEtbﬁtﬁe_EEI&tiVESShelter of the inshore reefs during

storms;"Sﬁch 16¢é1'ﬁ6Vements in response to storms have been
observed in.AiééKﬁ'(Kehyon, 1969) and California (Shimek and Monk,
1977). _Severe Wiﬁtér”gales, a predominant weather pattern on the

west coast of Vancouver Island, may result in a movement further
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Macrocyéﬁls

the previou

Oh) were observed by a pair which

hfée days (June 18-20).

Bay located individual sea otters

;Sléﬂd“(June 7, July 22) and once

east.ofﬁAE Two individuals were reported in
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the area. S

Th&{aé

inniial increase of 10% reported in newly

(Kenyon, 1969). This may be explained

fﬁFor comparison, the introduced

_“ZGZﬁof the female and juvenile segment

The em of sea otters at the Bunsby Islands was

tentatiVély identified by size, shape and color through a spotting

scope'as”ﬁﬁe- Saxiddmus giganteus. Other food items

identifiedﬂweu q:er@g}(Strongylocentrotus franclscanus, S.

purpuratus, S. di

achiensis, Pisaster spp.), Crustaceans -




A similar survey by the Pacific

I Dozing Rock.

Some reducti one ‘and ‘urchins, however, may be due to the

occasioﬁé.hﬁd: éluﬁafﬁéSts.in the Bunsby Islands_afea (Dave Smith,
Bfitish:délumbl ﬂMar;ne kéé6urces Branch, personal communication}.

. ué;g;and pairs of animals (especially females
_ ,i6cations was recordéd. Rafting, foraging

and travel ‘activities malnly took place within a triangular area

{9 km ),_w1thﬁHumpbackasland Farout Reefs and Gull Island forming the

apices}'”ihe con: _encyiofﬁoccupatlon of this area indicates it was

functioning " -ange for at least the females and juveniles

during Jﬁné"and July. “Ndfﬁéuling out on shore was observed.




cause of death wa

by Judith;aﬂ

of the BTG3:M%R; t Qﬁ;Tbﬁrism, and the National Research Council

of Canada{;fWé-Fﬁ nk 'é*Départment of Fisheries énd Oceans, Pacific
BiologicalfStati n;=Na@aimb, British Columbia and the BritishVCOIUmbia

Fish and Wi%iL}n _Faﬁéh;-Nanaimo, for use of their data on the aerial

censusing offéé
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TABLE 1. - Age structuré according to head coloration in female and juvenile
rafts at the Bunsby Islands.

Date Ldééfi&ﬁ; ' Time White Grey Brown
SR (older (younger (juveniles)
adults) adults)

Jurre 20 Humébaék.iéiaﬁ& 1030-1200 5(1)* 16(6) "9(1)
~ June 21 . Humpback i§;§ﬁd;“ 1010-1050 3(1) 14(5) 3
June 25 Humpbéckiiéi;#d;:m 0625-0645 2(1) 9(5) ’3
June 26 Gull Igiaﬁdtf:7 f   2135-2200 1 5 5
June 27 Gull Iéi%ééff if1j ﬁ. 0750-0830 1 2 4
June 28 Gull.fsi%ﬁ&:;f  fi7 : 2050-2150 3(1) 8(3) 9(1)
June 29 Humpbackiisiaﬁ&;f 1030-1045 3(1) 8(2) 8(1)
June 30 Gull 1glgn3f};}-' 2005-2020 1 4(1) 5
Humpback'Igiéﬁ& 2105~2145 1 2 3(1)
July 1 Humpback'i%iéﬁ& ' 0900-1215 3(1) 7(2) 12(2)
Humpback”ISiéﬁd ~ 1935-2010 0 3(1) 3
Gull Islénq: ; 2030-2105 1 4(2) 3
July 2 " Humpback isigﬁa 1045-1145 0 8(5) 8
July 3 Humpbéck'lélénd 0555-0800 2(1) 7(4) 8(1)
July 17 Humpback Island 0945-1045 1 6(3) 6
July 24 Humpback TIsland 0615-1130 1(1) 5(1) 5(1)
July 26 Humpback Island 0815-1100 0 2(1) 3(D)
Totals | 29 115 99

. _
Bracketed figures indicate females with pups.




Figure 1. Vancouver Island, British Columbia, showing locations of
sea otter populations atBajo Reef and Checleset Bay. Inset area is

shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Study area at the Bunsby Islands, Checleset Bay. Sea
otters occurred mainly within the area enclosed by the triangle.
Rafting areas are located east of Humpback Island, north of Farout

Reefs, and east of Gull Island.
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