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Parturition and pupping patterns of western Steller 
sea lions 

 
Investigating parturition and pupping patterns can inform our understanding of 
yearly recruitment expectations and population fluctuations. Steller sea lions 
(Eumetopias jubatus) were listed as endangered in 1990 due to a dramatic 
decline in population abundance. The abundance of the western distinct 
segment is still decreasing and therefore has retained its endangered status. To 
gain insights about age-specific parturition and temporal patterns in pupping and 
survival, we examined data from a 17-year longitudinal study of Steller sea lions 
on Ugamak and Marmot Island rookeries, Alaska. Marking of Steller sea lions at 
these rookeries has occurred since 2000 and inference was based on a multi-

state hierarchical model that accounted for uncertain observations concerning the reproductive 
status of females. Our analysis indicated a high probability for adult female Steller sea lions to pup 
annually from age 6 until around 15 years of age; rates for younger (but still sexually mature) 
females were much lower. Parturition probability was highest during the first half of June and 
declined steadily to the first week of July across all ages and rookeries, supporting previous 
research conducted at the same locations. Most observations concerning the reproductive status 
of adult female Steller sea lions were ambiguous (e.g., lying next to a pup vs. nursing a pup), 
highlighting the importance of a model-based approach that rigorously addresses uncertainty in 
mother-pup associations. Overall, these data further our understanding of pupping patterns, which 
will assist in future research investigating potential drivers of continued declining abundance in 
certain Steller sea lion populations. 
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