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because that would have required abandoning
the other nuthatches with which it foraged,
thereby increasing its vulnerability to predator
attack. Also, both the nuthatch and woodpeck-
er may have obtained liquid water at another
time during the day, which would have the ef-
fect of reducing the largest energetic cost (con-
verting ice to water) in maintaining daily water
balance. Nevertheless, the behavior of birds
might change significantly during lengthy pe-
riods of extreme cold where temperatures are
greatly below freezing, requiring a substantial
energetic cost to maintain daily water balance
that could be an important influence on each
bird’s daily time and energy budgets.
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The Sea Otter (Enhydra lutris) is one of the
most well-known and distinctive marine mam-
mals off the west coast of North America. Three
subspecies of Sea Otter are recognized world-
wide, 1 in California (E. l. nereis), 1 in Asia (E.
l. lutris), and 1 in Alaska, British Columbia, and
Washington State (E. l. kenyoni) (Reeves and
others 2002; Lance and others 2004). When
present in large numbers, Sea Otters are read-
ily observed foraging, resting, or breeding in
large beds of kelp located near shore (Kenyon
1969; Reidman and Estes 1990).

In the early 18th century, the Sea Otter had a

widespread distribution in the coastal waters
of the North Pacific Ocean (Reidman and Estes
1990). However, the fur trade of the 18th and
19th centuries extirpated this species from
most of its range. Historically, Sea Otters were
found from northern Hokkaido Island, Japan,
and the Kuril Islands in the western Pacific, the
Aleutian Islands and mainland Alaska, and
British Columbia, Washington, Oregon, Cali-
fornia and the northern portion of Baja Cali-
fonia Sur, Mexico (27�N latitude) in the eastern
Pacific. Additionally, Sea Otters occurred off-
shore on Isla Guadalupe, Mexico, on the Chan-
nel Islands of Southern California, and the Far-
allon Islands west of San Francisco, California
(Reidman and Estes 1990).
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After the United States, Japan, Russia, and
Great Britain negotiated a treaty prohibiting
further hunting of Sea Otters in 1911 (US Fish
and Wildlife Service 2003), the species recov-
ered quickly, re-colonizing the northern por-
tion of its range with population estimates of
approximately 100,000 by 1980 (Rotterman and
Simon-Jackson 1988; Estes 1992). Populations
also were translocated with mixed results (US
Fish and Wildlife Service 2003; Lance and oth-
ers 2004) to portions of Alaska, British Colum-
bia, Washington, Oregon, and California. Cur-
rently, the 3 subspecies occupy approximately
60% of their former range (US Fish and Wildlife
Service 2003; Lance and others 2004). Recent
population expansions have been closely
linked to population density and prey avail-
ability (Estes 1990; Reidman and Estes 1990).
However, despite the species capacity for ex-
panding its range when proper ecological con-
ditions exist, Sea Otters are non-migratory and
rarely wander beyond the limits of their home
range (Miller 1974; Estes 1990).

The Southern Sea Otter (E. l. nereis) markedly
expanded its range within California between
1938 and the late 1980s, moving north from
Point Sur to Half Moon Bay and south to Point
Conception (Kenyon 1969; Wild and Ames
1974). Through the 1980s and 1990s, the South-
ern Sea Otter continued to expand its range
southward and is now observed regularly
south of Point Conception. However, little
northward movement of the Southern Sea Otter
has been documented (Lubina and Levin 1988;
US Fish and Wildlife Service 2003). Recent pop-
ulation estimates of the state-wide range of the
Southern Sea Otter are between 1250 and 2300
animals (US Fish and Wildlife Service 2003).

Herein, we report 5 extralimital sightings of
the Southern Sea Otter in northern California, in-
cluding 3 sightings from San Francisco County
and 2 from Humboldt County. These observa-
tions spanned a 20-y period from 1986 to 2005.

We observed 3 Southern Sea Otters at South-
east Farallon Island (SFI, 37�42�N, 123�00�W)
from 1986 to 2005. Stallcup (1992) reported
sighting a single 1-m long individual at SFI be-
tween 24 and 28 October 1986. The individual
was observed in Fisherman’s Cove on the after-
noon of 24 October, appearing healthy and for-
aging on Purple Sea Urchins (Strongylocentrotus
purpuratus). The animal was seen later on 24
October immobile while floating away from the

island in an easterly direction. Between 25 and
28 October 1986, the animal was observed on
the north side of the island. The arrival day
weather included cloudy skies, 10-knot north-
west winds, a 2-m west swell, and 2-km visi-
bility. The 2nd individual was observed at SFI
on 11 and 14 June 2001. The animal was seen
foraging in Sea Lion Cove on 11 June, and again
on 14 June at Aulon Peninsula on shore among
hundreds of California Sea Lions (Zalophus cal-
ifornianus). The size of the animal was not not-
ed. The arrival day weather included cloudy
skies, 20-knot northwest winds, a 1-m north-
west swell, and 10-km visibility. The 3rd indi-
vidual was observed in Mirounga Bay, SFI, on
4 October 2005 during the afternoon from ap-
proximately 14:00 to 15:00. The 1-m long ani-
mal appeared healthy and was observed preen-
ing for approximately 1 h as it floated eastward
and out of view of the observers. They noted
that large free-floating kelp beds were present
around the island on this day, a rare occurrence
at SFI. Arrival day weather was clear skies, 15-
knot winds out of the northwest, a 2-m north-
west swell, and �50-km visibility.

We also observed 2 Southern Sea Otters in
Humboldt County, California during the sum-
mer of 2005. The 1st individual was observed
on 4 August approximately 2000 m from shore
and 4 km north of the Humboldt Bay entrance
channel (40�48�N, 124�14�W; 20 meters depth).
We observed and video taped this animal for
approximately 3 min at a distance of 80 to 100
m. The animal appeared to be eating a small
food item, preening, and resting on its back.
The weather was overcast skies with variable
winds and a 1.2-m northwest swell. The 2nd in-
dividual was observed on 5 August approxi-
mately 3 km from shore and 10 km north of the
Trinidad harbor (41�10�N, 124�09�W; 20 meters
depth). We observed and video taped this ani-
mal for approximately 2 min at a distance of 80
to 100 m as it initially rested on its back and
then dove several times before we boated away.
The weather was overcast with approximately
7-knot winds out of the northwest and a 1.7-m
northwest swell.

These extralimital records of Southern Sea Ot-
ters in San Francisco and Humboldt Counties are
perhaps the 1st observations since the Southern
Sea Otter was eradicated from this portion of its
historic range. These observations show a poten-
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tial by Southern Sea Otters to expand their cur-
rent range both longitudinally and offshore.

This discussion focuses on the significance of
our extralimital records, with the assumption
that these individuals derive from the Southern
Sea Otter population. We base this assumption
on the linear distance between our sightings
and stable population stocks, where the dis-
tance between Half Moon Bay and Trinidad is
430 km while it is 800 km from Destruction
Rock on the Olympic Peninsula to Trinidad.
Additionally, the Washington State population
has not shown any significant movement
southwards from its breeding range (Lance
and others 2004). Furthermore, historic records
suggest that the subspecies occurring off both
northern California and southern Oregon was
E. l. nereis, rather than E. l. kenyoni which is the
subspecies historically found on and re-located
to the Olympic Peninsula (US Fish and Wildlife
Service 2003; Lance and others 2004).

Despite recent undulations in Southern Sea
Otter populations, specifically, numbers have
steadily increased since annual surveys began
in the 1970s (US Fish and Wildlife Service
2003). Along with the increasing population,
the continued expansion of the Southern Sea
Otter southward in the 1980s and 1990s has
been well documented (Lubina and Levin 1988;
Estes 1990; Laidre and others 2001). Therefore,
it is feasible that the Southern Sea Otter has re-
cently begun to similarly investigate the north-
ern portions of its historic range.

Conservationists, including those managing
national and state Marine Protected Areas, the
Marine Life Protection Initiative, and the Cali-
fornia Coastal National Monument should be
aware of the potential for this protected sub-
species to occur and even breed within their
protected areas. Coastal management agencies
should be prepared for future reports of the
longitudinal and westward range expansion of
this endangered subspecies. While our obser-
vations report only 5 individual animals north
of the established range of Southern Sea Otters,
it might be an indication of a larger but un-
identified population movement.
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