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What We Do
The California Current Ecosystems Program conducts research on 
the status and trends of California sea lions, Steller sea 
lions, northern fur seals, Pacific harbor seals, Guadalupe fur seals, 
northern elephant seals, and gray whales in Washington, Oregon, 
and California.

We monitor population trends and conduct studies to assess 
how disease and changing environmental conditions affect 
population health. Studies of movements, behavior, and foraging 
patterns also provide insight into the role these marine mammals 
play in the ecosystem.

Top: Branded California sea lion 
male with satellite telemetry 
instrument with flotation device 
glued to fur. 

Middle: Scientists scan a rookery at 
San Miguel Island for branded 
California sea lions. 

Bottom: Gray whale tail showing 
individually identifiable spots. 
Right: California sea lion rookery 
showing females with individual 
brands.
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• Conducted 85 hours of aerial surveys of Pacific harbor seals in California over 3 months, 
complementing Citizen Science ground counts. Survey data will help to identify a possible decline in 
harbor seals in this area since the last survey in 2012 and to assess the health of the California 
Current ecosystem.

• Deployed 19 satellite tags on humpback whales off the Washington coast to evaluate effectiveness 
of new tags for long-term tracking of cetaceans and to document the distribution of humpback 
whales in relation to shipping lanes and fishing activities. Distribution data is important for 
assessing potential human interactions with this ESA listed stock.

• Completed Marine Mammal Protection Act Stock Assessment Reports for northern elephant seals 
and the California stock of northern fur seals. Stock assessment reports are needed to evaluate 
stock status and determine the list of fisheries.

• Conducted uncrewed aircraft system, summer surveys from small boats for the Pacific Coast 
Feeding Group of gray whales. Preliminary observations indicate a lower abundance of whales than 
in past years. Some cows with calves appeared to be in poor condition and calves appeared to be 
weaning later, which may indicate that winter foraging areas in Alaska had poor food availability, 
reducing the amount of nutrition cows provided for their calves' growth. Information on this 
aggregation may be factored in on decisions regarding the petition for a Makah gray whale hunt.

• Conducted land-based population assessments of California sea lions, Steller sea lions, and 
northern fur seals on the West Coast. Sea lions had normal production in 2024, but northern fur 
seals had lower production, which suggests that food was less available to pregnant females in their 
winter feeding areas in offshore West Coast waters. Information on the health and population 
dynamics of coastal sea lions and fur seals contributes to the assessment of the health of the 
California Current ecosystem.

2024 Accomplishments

2025 Preview
• Land-based surveys to track California sea lion, Steller sea lion, and northern fur seal pup 

births, survival, and movements for population models and stock assessments to evaluate 
the health of these stocks and the California Current ecosystem.

• Survey California sea lion, northern fur seal, and northern elephant seal populations for 
avian influenza (H5N1) exposure which is a human health concern.

• Small boat surveys to identify individual gray whales in the Pacific Coast Feeding Group off 
the Washington, Oregon, and northern California coasts to estimate abundance and assess 
the health of this aggregation.

Top: Harbor seals on mud 
flats photographed during 
aerial survey. 
Bottom: A scientist recording 
the standard length of a 
northern fur seal pup (in net) 
as another pup watches.

Scientists reading flipper tags on northern fur 
seals from a mobile blind in the middle of a 
breeding colony on San Miguel Island, CA.

Scientists photographing a gray whale for photo-
identification off the Washington coast.


