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The h i s t o r y  of s e a  o t t e r s  a l o n g  t h e  c o a s t  of t h e  P a c i f i c  North- 

w e s t  i s  s k e t c h y  a t  b e s t .  The e x p l o i t a t i o n  of s e a  o t t e r s  began soon 

a f t e r  V i t u s  Ber ing  d i s c o v e r e d  them t o  t h e  n o r t h  i n  1741. Cap ta in  

Robert  Gray mentioned s e a  o t t e r s  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t ime  i n  h i s  l o g  on 

1 0  A p r i l  1792 n e a r  Grays Harbor ,  Washington. One month l a t e r ,  h e  

d i s c o v e r e d  t h e  mouth of  t h e  Columbia River  where he  purchases  150 s e a  

o t t e r  p e l t s  from t h e  n a t i v e s .  L a t e r  h e  s o l d  t h e  p e l t s  i n  Canton f o r  

more t h a n  $400 each .  I n  t h e  s h o r t  p e r i o d  from 1881 t o  1890,  American 

f u r  companies s o l d  o v e r  47,000 p e l t s .  A confirmed s i g h t i n g  of a n  

o t t e r  i n  November 1969 a t  Yachats ,  Oregon, was t h e  f i r s t  o b s e r v a t i o n  of 

o t t e r  a l o n g  Oregon i n  t h i s  c e n t u r y  (Orr , p e r s .  comm.) . 
A f t e r  l o n g  p l a n n i n g ,  t h e  Oregon S t a t e  Game Commission a r ranged  

w i t h  t h e  Alaska Department of F i s h  and Game t o  t r a n s p l a n t  s e a  o t t e r s  

from Amchitka, Alaska,  w i t h  t h e  c o o p e r a t i o n  of  t h e  U. S .  Atomic Energy 

Commission. Oregon s e n t  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  t o  assist i n  and o b s e r v e  t h e  

c o l l e c t i o n  o p e r a t i o n s .  The an imals  were caught  i n  l a r g e  g i l l  n e t s  300 

f e e t  l o n g  and 15  f e e t  deep.  Sponge p l a s t i c  f l o a t s  formed t h e  cork  l i n e  

and t h e  l e a d  l i n e  was e l i m i n a t e d .  One end of  t h e  n e t  was anchored,  

w h i l e  t h e  o t h e r  was a l lowed t o  d r i f t  th rough  k e l p  beds  f r e q u e n t e d  by 

o t t e r s .  When a n  o t t e r  a t t empted  t o  go th rough  t h e  n e t ,  i t  became 

en tang led  and because  t h e r e  was no l e a d  l i n e  was s t i l l  a b l e  t o  f l o a t  

t o  t h e  s u r f a c e  e a s i l y .  Nets were  checked r e g u l a r l y  and few an imals  

were  l o s t  i n  t h e  necs .  

A f t e r  c a p t u r e ,  o t t e r s  were  h e l d  i n  f o u r  wooden p o o l s  c o n s t r u c t e d  

on Amchitka. Each poo l  had c i r c u l a t i n g  s e a  w a t e r  and cou ld  ho ld  up t o  

70 o t t e r s .  During t h i s  h o l d i n g  p e r i o d ,  o t t e r s  were  f e d  t h r e e  t imes  ,, 

d a i l y  and consume 10  t o  1 5  pounds p e r  day o f  f i s h  f i l l e t  o r  s q u i d .  

Some an imals  e a t  immediately a f t e r  c a p t u r e  w h i l e  o t h e r s  t a k e  up t o  24 



hours .  During t h e  1970 t r a n s p l a n t  o p e r a t i o n s ,  86 an imals  were caugh t ,  

24 of which d i e d  e i t h e r  i n  t h e  n e t s  o r  more commonly i n  t h e  h o l d i n g  

ponds d u r i n g  t h e  f i r s t  f o u r  days  due t o  c o m p l i c a t i o n s  caused by c a p t u r e ,  

Of t h e  79 an imals  caught  d u r i n g  1971  f o r  t r ansp l : .n t ,  1 5  d i e d  i n  t h e  

n e t s  o r  h o l d i n g  ponds ( s e v e r a l  of t h e s e  were  weak. an imals  s a c r i f i c e d  

t o  de te rmine  t h e i r  problems) (Schne ide r ,  p e r s .  ct  mm.) . 
Animals were  t r a n s p o r t e d  i n  s p e c i a l l y  c o n s t l u c t e d  cages  w i t h  

w a t e r  t i g h t  bot toms c a p a b l e  of h o l d i n g  s e v e r a l  i r c h e s  of w a t e r  and t o p s  

of me ta l  frame and ny lon  web c o n s t r u c t i o n .  The w a t e r  was changed 

s e v e r a l  t imes  d u r i n g  t h e  e i g h t  hour  a i r  f l i g h t  from Amchitka t o  Oregon. 

The w a t e r  seemed t o  have a  s o o t h i n g  e f f e c t  and p rov ided  e v a p o r a t i v e  

c o o l i n g .  The AEC prov ided  a  C-130 Hercu les  f o r  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n .  

On 1 8  J u l y  1970,  3 1  s e a  o t t e r s  a r r i v e d  on t h e  s o u t h e r n  Oregon 
. " .  

c o a s t  a t  P o r t  Or fo rd .  The o t t e r s  were t a k e n  from t h e  a i r p o r t  by 

t r u c k  t o  t h e  nearby f i s h i n g  v i l l a g e ,  where t h e  s t a t e  p o l i c e  t r a n s -  

p o r t e d  t h e  o t t e r  cages  o u t  t o  t h e  h o l d i n g  pens anchored i n  N e l l i e ' s  

Cove. The h o l d i n g  pens themselves  were des igned  by t h e  Alaska Depart-  

ment of F i s h  and Game and c o n s i s t e d  of s ty ro foam covered w i t h  p lank ing  

t o  form a  f l o a t i n g  s q u a r e  w i t h  a  hollow c e n t e r .  The deck around t h e  

s q u a r e  was wide enough f o r  comfor tab le  walking and h a u l  o u t  f o r  t h e  

o t t e r s .  Nylon n e t t i n g  was s u p p o r t e d  by v e r t i c a l  u p r i g h t s  t o  form a  

4 f o o t  h i g h  w a l l  and was a l s o  suspended under t h e  f l o a t i n g  pen s o  t h a t  

animals  could  s w i m  f r e e l y  i n  t h e  open c e n t e r .  Of t h e  2 1  females  and 

10  males p l a c e d  i n  t h e  h o l d i n g  pens ,  one of each s e x  d i e d  d u r i n g  t h e  

f i r s t  12  hours .  These two animals  a s  w e l l  as two o t h e r s  d i d  n o t  s w i m  

a t  a l l  when f i r s t  r e l e a s e d  i n t o  t h e  pens;  i n s t e a d  they  c u r l e d  up 

i n d i v i d u a l l y  a l o n g  t h e  walkways and s h i v e r e d  c o n t i n u o u s l y .  A l l  f o u r  

of t h e  an imals  were p r e s e n t e d  w i t h  food b u t  r e f u s e d  i t .  Two of t h e  

f o u r  animals  were  f o r c e d  i n t o  t h e  w a t e r .  One of t h e s e  was known t o  

s u r v i v e  and i t  was b e l i e v e d  t h a t  t h e  o t h e r  a l s o  s u r v i v e d .  Presumably 

t h e  two an imals  remaining on t h e  deck were  n o t  a b l e  t o  g e t  t h e i r  f u r  

c l eaned  b e f o r e  t h e y  succumbed t o  exposure .  N e i t h e r  animal  was 

nec rops ied .  The an imals  were h e l d  i n  pens t o  p r o t e c t  them and p r e v e n t  

them from d i s p e r s i n g  u n t i l  they  had g o t t e n  t h e i r  f u r  i n  shape .  They 



were a b l e  t o  s w i m  o r  h a u l  o u t  a t  t h e i r  d i s c r e t i o n .  Most of t h e  animals  

remained i n  t h e  water most of t h e  d a y l i g h t  hours ,  a l though  t h e  more 

anx ious  ones  would c rawl  up on t h e  deck a t  f e e d i n g  t imes .  There were 

no o b s e r v a t i o n s  made d u r i n g  t h e  n i g h t .  

The animals  were f e d  t h r e e  t imes  each day,  t h e  food c o n s i s t i n g  

of a  v a r i e t y  of f i s h  f i l l e t s  and s q u i d .  There was a  ve ry  s t r o n g  p r e f -  

e r e n c e  f o r  t h e  f i l l e t s  w h i l e  t h e y  l a s t e d  and a l l  of t h e  an imals  

e x h i b i t e d  a  hoard ing  behav ior .  Each i n d i v i d u a l  would g rab  a s  many 

f i l l e t s  a s  he  could  h o l d ,  s t u f f i n g  them under b o t h  arms and i n f r e -  

q u e n t l y  h o l d i n g  one between h i s  h ind  f e e t .  A f t e r  consuming a f i l l e t ,  

an  o t t e r  would g rab  a n o t h e r  from t h e  wate r  r a t h e r  t h a n  d e p l e t e  h i s  

p e r s o n a l  h o l d i n g s .  Th is  was t h e  c a s e  a t  each f e e d i n g  p e r i o d  d u r i n g  

t h e  two days t h e  an imals  were h e l d .  Only a f t e r  a l l  t h e  f i l l e t s  had 

been e a t e n ,  would o t t e r s  s t a r t  t o  e a t  t h e  s q u i d .  I f  one o t t e r  s t i l l  

had f i l l e t s ,  t h o s e  wi thou t  t h e  p r e f e r r e d  food would a t t a c k  him. C a r l  

Schneider  of t h e  Alaska Department of F i s h  and Game r e p o r t s  t h a t  

o t t e r s  o c c a s s i o n a l l y  have a  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  e i t h e r  f i l l e t s  o r  squ id  a t  

d i f f e r e n t  t imes  w h i l e  be ing  h e l d  a t  Amchitka. While e a t i n g  s q u i d ,  t h e  

o t t e r s  removed t h e  pens b e f o r e  e a t i n g  t h e  f l e s h y  p o r t i o n .  

The animals  looked s o  good on t h e  evening of t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  t h a t  

i t  was decided t o  r e l e a s e  them t h e  nex t  day i f  they  s t i l l  looked f i t .  

A very  s t r o n g  wind and w h i t e  caps  were reasons  f o r  concern t h e  nex t  

day. The o t t e r s  were t o  be  r e l e a s e d  n e a r  Humbug Mountain, 4 m i l e s  t o  

t h e  s o u t h ,  because  of t h e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  dense  k e l p  i n  t h a t  a r e a .  Two 

commercial f i s h i n g  b o a t s  were e n l i s t e d  t o  tow t h e  h o l d i n g  pens s o u t h  

t o  t h e  d e s i r e d  l o c a t i o n .  Th is  w a s  accomplished on ly  a f t e r  much e f f o r t  

because  of t h e  wea ther .  The n e t  w a l l s  of t h e  pens were c u t  down t o  

a l low t h e  o t t e r s  a c c e s s  over  t h e  deck and ou t  of t h e  pens .  The 

n e t t i n g  was a l s o  c u t  from t h e  bottom of t h e  pens s o  t h a t  t h e  o t t e r s  

could  s w i m  o u t  from under t h e  pens .  The o t t e r s  s t u b b o r n l y  r e f u s e d  t o  

l e a v e  t h e  pens and had t o  b e  f o r c e d  o u t  u s i n g  long  p o l e s .  It took t h e  

b o a t s  two hours  t o  make t h e i r  way back t o  p o r t ,  where t h e y  were 

g r e e t e d  by an o t t e r  a t  t h e  main dock. The o t t e r  had been t h e r e  over  

h a l f  a n  hour by t h e n  and had "cleaned up" s e v e r a l  f i l l e t e d  c a r c a s s e s  



presen ted  t o  him by t h e  dock workers .  By t h a t  even ing ,  t h r e e  of t h e  

o t t e r s  were back c l o s e  t o  where t h e  pens were o r i g i n a l l y  moored. 

Seven days  a f t e r  t h e  r e l e a s e  of t h e  o t t e r s  a t  P o r t  Or ford ,  a n  

o l d  female ,  one of t h e  f o u r  r e l u c t a n t  t o  g e t  i n  t h e  wa te r  and c l e a n  

h e r  f u r ,  w a s  w e l l  up i n t o  t h e  bay a t  Coos Bay, 50 m i l e s  t o  t h e  n o r t h .  

She s t a y e d  i n  one l o c a t i o n  i n  t h e  bay,  r i g h t  n e x t  t o  highway 101,  f o r  

two days  e a t i n g  n o t h i n g  b u t  c r a b ,  Cancer m a g i s t e r .  , O n  26 August an  

a t t empt  was made t o  de te rmine  t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of t h e  o t t e r  a s  w e l l  

a s  p o s s i b l e  f o r  one person  i n  one day.  Only f o u r  of t h e  most l i k e l y  

a r e a s  were examined and t h e s e  were n o t  surveyed a s  complete ly  as 

d e s i r e d  due t o  t ime l i m i t a t i o n s  a t  each s i t e .  A t o t a l  of seven  o t t e r s  

were observed:  t h r e e  s o u t h  of Humbug Mountain, 2  a t  Cape Blanco, 2  a t  

Simpson's Reef s o u t h  of Coos Bay and t h e  one female  i n  t h e  bay a t  

Coos Bay. Another i n t e n s i v e  e f f o r t  was made on 19 and 20 October w i t h  

a  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  on one of t h e  two major a r e a s  each day.  A t o t a l  of 14 

animals  were  observed and t h i s  was f e l t  t o  be  a  v e r y  complete count of 

each a r e a .  The an imals  i n  t h e  s o u t h e r n  o b s e r v a t i o n  a r e a  were d i s -  

t r i b u t e d  a s  f o l l o w s :  4  a t  Humbug Mountain, 2 a t  Cape Blanco, 3 a t  

G u l l  I s l a n d  and 4 a t  P o r t  Orford Reef.  It was v e r y  encouraging t o  s e e  

s o  many o t t e r s  i n  a  r e l a t i v e l y  s m a l l  a r e a  (15 m i l e s )  q u i t e  c l o s e  t o  

where they  had been r e l e a s e d .  The n o r t h e r n  o b s e r v a t i o n  a r e a  con- 

t a i n e d  on ly  t h e  o l d  female  i n  Coos Bay. On 26 A p r i l ,  3 o t t e r s  were 

s e e n  d u r i n g  an  a e r i a l  su rvey  of t h e  P o r t  Orford Reef a r e a .  An 

i n d i v i d u a l  o t t e r  was s e e n  on 2 May j u s t  s o u t h  of Coos Bay, bu t  i t  

could  n o t  be determined i f  t h i s  was t h e  o l d  female  t h a t  had r e g u l a r l y  

f requen ted  t h e  bay.  It can be  s a i d  w i t h  c e r t a i n t y  t h a t  a t  l e a s t  some 

of t h e  o t t e r s  s t a y e d  i n  t h e  a r e a  of s o u t h e r n  Oregon and made i t  

through t h e  w i n t e r .  

A second t r a n s p l a n t  was a t t empted  on 24 June 1971. Th is  t ime 64 

o t t e r s  were brought  from Amchitka through t h e  c o o p e r a t i o n  of t h e  

Alaska Department of F i s h  and Game and t h e  AEC. The an imals  were t o  

be  r e l e a s e d  a t  two d i f f e r e n t  s i tes:  s o u t h  cove of Cape Arago S t a t e  

Park (which i n c l u d e s  s impson 's  Reef) and a t  N e l l i e ' s  Cove n e a r  P o r t  

Orford.  The p l a n e  a r r i v e d  a t  North Bend a i r p o r t  and 4 1  an imals  were 



loaded on a  t r u c k  b e f o r e  t h e  p l a n e  con t inued  on t o  P o r t  Orford  w i t h  

t h e  remaining 23 an imals .  The h o l d i n g  pens a t  P o r t  Orford  and a t  Cape 

Arago were p o s i t i o n e d  t o  p r o t e c t  them from t h e  predominant ly  nor thwes t  

winds and where t h e  o t t e r s  could  be  r e l e a s e d  d i r e c t l y  w i t h o u t  moving 

t h e  pens .  The pens cou ld  b e  l e f t  i n  t h e s e  l o c a t i o n s  s o  t h a t  t h e  

o t t e r s  cou ld  come and go from them a s  they  p l e a s e d .  Once a g a i n  t h e  

weather  d i d  n o t  c o o p e r a t e  and t h e  wind was blowing s t r o n g l y  from t h e  

s o u t h  ( a  most unusua l  s i t u a t i o n  d u r i n g  t h e  summer). The b o a t s  l e f t  

t h e  C h a r l e s t o n  docks w i t h  t h e  o t t e r s  on board  and proceeded s o u t h  t o  

t h e  s o u t h  cove of Cape Arago. The wind and wave a c t i o n  were s o  bad 

t h a t  i t  was i m p o s s i b l e  t o  even approach t h e  pens w i t h  t h e  b o a t s .  The 

same problem was encoun te red  a t  F o r t  Orford  and i t  was dec ided  t o  

r e l e a s e  t h e  o t t e r s  immediately a s  t h e r e  were no h o l d i n g  f a c i l i t i e s  on 

s h p r e .  A t  P o r t  Or fo rd ,  a  sudden r o c k i n g  of one of t h e  b o a t s  s e n t  

t h r e e  i n d i v i d u a l  cages  overboard.  F o r t u n a t e l y ,  two of them opened 

and on ly  one o t t e r  was l o s t .  A t  Coos Bay, i t  was dec ided  t o  r e l e a s e  

t h e  o t t e r s  behind s impson 's  Reef ,  which a f f o r d s  s h e l t e r  from most any 

wind. T h i s  a r e a  is  surrounded by k e l p  and i s  d e n s e l y  popu la ted  w i t h  

two s p e c i e s  of u r c h i n :  S t r o n g l y o c e n t r o t u s  pupura tus  and S .  f r a n c i s c a n u s  

a s  w e l l  a s  a  v a r i e t y  o f  o t h e r  i n v e r t e b r a t e s .  

The n e x t  day t h e  wea the r  was calm and a n  i n t e n s i v e  s e a r c h  of t h e  

a r e a  from Cape Arago n o r t h  1 0  m i l e s  t o  Coos Bay r e v e a l e d  6 o t t e r s  a t  

Simpson1s Reef and 5 i n d i v i d u a l  an imals  s p r e a d  even ly  t o  t h e  n o r t h .  

One of  t h e s e  was hau led  o u t  on a  sandy beach and r e f u s e d  t o  go back 

t o  t h e  wa te r  even though many peop le  approached i t .  T h i s  an imal  was 

found dead t h e  n e x t  day i n  a lmost  t h e  same l o c a t i o n .  By t h e  t h i r d  day 

a f t e r  t h e  r e l e a s e ,  two d i s t i n c t  groups  had formed. One of t h e s e  was 

a t  Arago L igh thouse  n e a r  Sunse t  Bay S t a t e  Park  and c o n s i s t e d  of f i v e  

an imals ,  one of which developed a l a r g e  s w e l l i n g  on i t s  back on 28 

June and d i sappeared  a l o n g  w i t h  t h e  r e s t  of t h i s  group on 2 J u l y .  

Th i s  p a r t i c u l a r  group w a s  v i s i t e d  c o n t i n u a l l y  by s p e c t a t o r s  d e s p i t e  

warnings  by concerned i n d i v i d u a l s  t h a t  t h i s  may c a u s e  t h e  o t t e r s  t o  

abandon t h e  a r e a .  Many scuba  d i v e r s  were a t t r a c t e d  t o  t h e  a r e a  by 

t h e  u n u s u a l l y  b o l d  o t t e r s ,  who would a c c e p t  an  u r c h i n  o r  f i s h  from a 



p a s s i n g  d i v e r .  The second group formed a t  Simpson's Reef and was made 

up of  2 males ,  2 females  and a  young animal  a lmost  always s e e n  i n  t h e  

company of a  female .  Th i s  group h a s  been ve ry  s t a b l e .  On 23 J u l y  a n  

a e r i a l  su rvey  from Crescen t  C i t y ,  C a l i f o r n i a ,  t o  F l o r e n c e ,  Oregon, 

(about  i n  t h e  middle  of t h e  Oregon c o a s t )  r e v e a l e d  e i g h t  o t t e r s :  3 

a t  Cape Blanco,  2 a t  Wiskey Run, 2 a t  Simpson's  Reef and 1 a t  t h e  

Arago Lighthouse .  On 2 November, 2 o t t e r s  were s e e n  j u s t  s o u t h  of 

Cape S e b & s t i a n  n e a r  some o f f s h o r e  rocks  and 7  were observed a t  

Simpson's Reef.  An a e r i a l  su rvey  on 1 5  December showed 2 o t t e r s  a t  

P o r t  Orford  Reed, 2 a t  G u l l  I s l a n d  j u s t  n o r t h  of Cape Blanco and 4 a t  

Simpson's Reef.  A count  from s h o r e  t h a t  same day i n d i c a t e d  5 o t t e r s  

a t  Simpson's  Reef. O t t e r s  have been observed a lmost  e x c l u s i v e l y  i n  

groups of two o r  more o t t e r s ,  r a r e l y  a l o n e .  On 19  January  9  o t t e r s  

were observed a t  Simpson's  Reef ,  forming t h e  l a r g e s t  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  of 

o t t e r s  observed t h u s  f a r .  

It bas  been r e l a t i v e l y  easy  t o  o b s e r v e  t h e  o t t e r s  a t  Simpson's  

Reef f e e d i n g .  The two s p e c i e s  of  u r c h i n  mentioned b e f o r e  a r e  t h e  

most common food s p e c i e s .  These a r e  opened u s i n g  t h e  forepaws and 

t e e t h  a g a i n s t  t h e  v e n t r a l  s u r f a c e  of  t h e  u r c h i n .  O t t e r s  have a l s o  

been observed e a t i n g  t h e  musse l ,  Myt i lus  c a l i f o r n i a n u s ;  t h e  t u r b a n  

s n a i l ,  Tegula  s p . ;  t h e  commercial c r a b ,  Cancer m a g i s t e r ;  t h e  k e l p  

c r a b ,  P u g e t t i a  g r a c i l i s ;  and a n  u n i d e n t i f i e d  f i s h .  No t o o l  u s i n g  h a s  

been obse rved ,  a s  i s  common among s e a  o t t e r s  i n  C a l i f o r n i a ,  a l t h o u g h  

on two s e p a r a t e  o c c a s s i o n s  an  animal  was observed smashing two food 

i t ems  t o g e t h e r .  

To d a t e ,  seven  o t t e r s  a r e  known t o  have d i e d  i n  Oregon s i n c e  t h e  

t r a n s p l a n t s  s t a r t e d  i n  1970; two, a s  d e s c r i b e d ,  d u r i n g  t h e  1970 

t r a n s p l a n t  o p e r a t i o n s  and f i v e  d u r i n g  t h e  1971 t r a n s p l a n t .  One of 

t h e s e  was t h e  cage mishap a t  P o r t  O r f o r d ,  t h r e e  appeared t o  b e  from 

n a t u r a l  causes  s h o r t l y  a f t e r  r e l e a s e ,  and one was a p p a r e n t l y  s h o t  

where i t  had been s e e n  f e e d i n g  f o r  s e v e r a l  days  n e a r  a  buoy marking 

t h e  channe l  e n t r a n c e  t o  Coos Bay. 

The s e a  o t t e r s  which we a r e  now o b s e r v i n g  have a l r e a d y  been 

exposed t o  s e v e r a l  s e v e r e  w i n t e r  s to rms .  They have chosen a r e a s  t h a t  



a f f o r d  them e x c e l l e n t  p r o t e c t i o n  from r a g i n g  winds and s e a ,  p r o v i d e  

h a u l i n g  a r e a s  n o t  e a s i l y  r eached  by man, and s u p p o r t  a n  abundant 

supply  of food s p e c i e s .  These f a c t o r s  shou ld  g i v e  t h e  s e a  o t t e r s  t h e  

b e s t  p o s s i b l e  chance of e s t a b l i s h i n g  a  s u c c e s s f u l  b r e e d i n g  colony 

a long  t h e  Oregon c o a s t .  
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