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General Information Please Use this Column to Provide the Requested Information
Organization & web address Center for Biological Diversity www.biologicaldiversity.org
Contact name (for species info) Tierra Curry
Address PO Box 11374 Portland OR 97211

E-mail & phone tcurry@biologicaldiversity.org
Communications contact name Tierra Curry

E-mail & phone tcurry@biologicaldiversity.org
Report Questions
Do you have photos that can be used in the report? yes

Will you want printed reports? no
If your species is selected, will you use the 
opportunity to organize around the species and/or 
publicize its plight? yes
The Species & Its Status Questions
Common name, genus & species Southern Sea Otter (Enhydra lutris nereis )
Conservation Status Threatened

Current population size
As of 2010 there were 2,719 southern sea otters. At the time of listing in 1977 there 
were 1,789 otters. The otter had a near brush with extinction due to hunting for fur, 
with only 50 surviving southern sea otters known in 1914. 

Has the species been delisted? If yes, when? Was 
the recovery on time? (Skip questions 17+18.) No, the sea otter is currently listed.
If no, does the species have a recovery plan? Yes
If it does have a recovery plan, what is the projected 
downlisting and/or delisting date?

The recovery goal is a population size of 3,090 otters averaged over three years. The 
otter's population is slowing growing toward recovery.

Background Questions (for the report profile)

Geographic range
The southern sea otter lives along the coast of central and southern California, mainly 
from Santa Cruz south to Pismo Beach. 
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Habitat
Sea otters spend their lives within 2 km of shore, only rarely coming onto land. They prefer 
shallow waters with beds of kelp and abundant shellfish (NatureServe 2013). 

Primary diet (if applicable)

Sea otters eat shellfish, using rocks as tools to open mollusks, sea urchins, and crabs. 
They use their strong teeth to crush and tear shells. They lack blubber and have a high 
metabolism, so must eat 25 percent of their body weight each day. They forage day and 
night. They also eat fish (FWS 2013). 

Interesting facts about the species 

The long whiskers of sea otters not only make them cute, they allow them to sense 
vibrations in the water for hunting and avoiding being hunted. They also have good 
eyesight. To facilitate hunting under water, their lung capacity is 2.5 times that of 
mammals that live on land that are of similar size. Males weigh 65 pounds and defend 
territories from other males. Females generally only birth one pup per year, making 
population growth slow (FWS 2013, NatureServe 2013).

Additional background information to complete the 
species profile in the report.

What are the most important messages that should 
be communicated about this success story?

ESA protection has allowed the sea otter population to grow towards recovery, but 
slow reproductive rate and mortality from pollution, disease, and capture in fishing nets 
limits the rate at which the population can expand.

Outline and describe the existing threats that might 
impede its recovery, e.g., new threats to its habitat, 
etc. Include any potential political threats, e.g., a 
Congressional delisting before its time. Cite any 
substantiating scientific studies.

Southern sea otters face many ongoing threats including contaminants, disease, 
malnutrition, entanglement in fishing nets, oil spills, shooting, shark attacks, and 
decline of their shellfish prey due to ocean acidification (FWS 2009). 

Criteria-Specific Questions

Detail the ecological and scientific importance of the 
species. Note if it is a keystone species. Describe its 
role in the biodiversity of its environment. Cite any 
substantiating scientific studies.

Sea otters are keystone predators that influence prey population dynamics and the 
structure of off-shore kelp communities (NatureServe 2013).

Public Engagement Questions (Please explain why the species is interesting, why it matters, why decision-makers + the public should care.)
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Provide information on any additional benefits the 
species provides, such as economic, medicinal, or 
ecosystem services.   

Sea otters are popular species that draw tourists who enjoy watching their playful antics 
and grooming behavior. 

Judge’s score for importance of species.

What recovery actions have been taken for the 
species?

ESA listing and funding has allowed for research and monitoring of disease, pollution, 
and take in fishing gear, and has worked to restore coastal habitat (FWS 2009). 

Why were those recovery actions successful?
ESA protection, especially the prohibition on killing of sea otters, has been instrumental 
in allowing the population to increase. Recovery now hinges on ongoing investigation 
into the causes of sea otter mortality from other factors. 

If there are or have been multi-agency and/or 
public/private collaboration to protect the species, 
please describe. 

Many groups and agencies are working to save the sea otter including non-profit 
organizations, university researchers, and state and federal agencies. 

Please detail the species' recovery. What increases 
have there been in the size of the population and in 
the number of populations?

A century ago otters were abundant, but by 1914, hunting by fur traders had reduced 
the population to 50 animals. Passage of the International Fur Seal Treaty in 1911 
protected remaining sea otters from further hunting, but by then, their distribution had 
become highly fragmented. It was placed on the endangered species list in 1977. The 
southern sea otter continued to decline for six years after being listed as an endangered 
species, then increased relatively steadily from 1984 through 2005. Between 2005 
(2,735 otters) and 2010 (2,719 otters), the population remained relatively stable, but 
about 400 otters below its recovery goal of 3,090 averaged over three years (Center for 
Biological Diversity 2012). 

If there is political support for the conservation of 
the species, please explain.  

Sea otters are charismatic species and numerous agencies and groups are working to 
save them. 

Are there actions that need to be taken by 
government officials and/or NGOs to continue the 
recovery?

Continued sea otter recovery will require ongoing research and monitoring into causes 
of sea otter mortality including pollution, disease, malnutrition, and entanglement in 
fishing gear.

Are there additional actions that individuals can take 
to continue the species' recovery?

Individuals can contribute to sea otter recovery by making personal choices that limit 
their carbon footprint and by becoming supporting the organizations that are working to 
save the otter. 

Judge's score for recovery.
Final Judge's Score 0
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Please submit to Nancy Welch at nwelch@endangered.org by July 3, 2013. Thank you for participating in the 2013 Top Ten Report.
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