	       6 September 2016



Update: Pinniped abundance in the Bonneville Dam tailrace during the summer and fall.   

The Fisheries Field Unit (FFU) has been tracking the fall abundance of pinnipeds in the Bonneville Dam tailrace since 2011.  Counts usually begin when pinnipeds start to return to the tailrace after being absent during the summer breeding months.  Since 2011, Steller sea lions (SSL) have been the predominant pinniped species during the fall months.  California sea lions (CSL) are periodically observed during the fall months, but usually only one CSL is present at a given time and they do not have a tendency to be in the tailrace for more than a couple of days.  

Steller sea lions have returned to the tailrace a little earlier each year. Arriving in October in 2011 and 2012, in September in 2013, and in August from 2014 through 2016 (Figure 1).  We have been conducting point counts since the middle of August when we observed three SSL on August 15, 2016.  SSL abundance in 2016 is similar to 2015 when there was a mean of 10 SSL during the latter part of August.  Unlike August of 2015 which had a maximum of 13 SSL on one day, August 2016 had maximum of 20 SSL reached on two separate days.  The first day of September 2016 we observed 29 SSL in the Bonneville tailrace with the majority (26) resting on Tower Island in the evening.

The summer of 2016 has been unique compared to earlier years due to the periodic presence of pinnipeds during June, July and the first half of August. The FFU received a total of 15 reports from Bonneville employees of pinnipeds being present in the tailrace from June 1 to August 14.  This is the first year when pinnipeds were commonly observed during June and July.  Most of the observations by Bonneville employees were made without the aid of binoculars, so they have been recorded as pinnipeds and not assigned to SSL or CSL.  Staff from the FFU had the chance to follow up on some of the reports being made by others and only SSL were confirmed as being present.  Of the SSL observed by FFU staff, most were small and unbranded.  All the reports made during the summer months were of single pinnipeds except for one instance when two pinnipeds were observed together at Powerhouse Two. 

The SSL that are observed in the tailrace during the fall months are usually seen in greatest numbers while hauled out on Tower Island in the tailrace of Powerhouse One.  We have observed up to a dozen SSL actively hunting in the Bonneville tailrace at any one time, but we commonly observe less animals hunting during the daylight hours than are observed resting on Tower Island during the early morning and late evening.  This leads us to believe that while there are definitely SSL predating on salmonids in the Bonneville Dam tailrace, that there may be some SSL that are using Tower Island primarily as a haulout location and then hunting downriver outside of the tailrace during the daylight hours.
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Figure 1.  Monthly mean abundance of Steller sea lions in the Bonneville Dam tailrace during the fall months from 2011 to 2016.






Sincerely, 

Portland District
Fisheries Field Unit
Steller Sea Lion Abundance at Bonneville
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