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 The Southeast Alaska (SE) Stock of northern 
sea otters (Enhydra lutris kenyoni) ranges 
from Cape Yakataga (north) to Dixon 
Entrance (south; Figure 1). 

 Sea otters were harvested to extinction in 
SE by 1900 and were unlikely to naturally 
repopulate the region1. 

 During the decades that sea otters were 
absent, their prey (e.g., clams, sea urchins, 
crabs) increased in size and number, setting 
the stage for rapid sea otter population 
growth if sea otters returned. 

 Between 1965 and 1969, the Alaska 
Department of Fish and Game (ADFG) and 
Atomic Energy Commission (AOC) 
reintroduced 413 sea otters from Amchitka 
Island and Prince William Sound to seven 
sites along the outer coast of SE (Figure 2). 

 Since the reintroductions, surveys from 
boats and aircraft have estimated sea otter 
abundance and range expansion (Figure 3).   

 Early surveys (1975-1994) consisted of 
minimum counts or crude estimates 
because it wasn’t known how many sea 
otters were hidden from view when 
surveyors went by. Recent surveys (2002-
2022) included additional search effort to 
estimate the percentage of sea otters not 
detected, improving the accuracy of 
abundance estimates. 

 Glacier Bay has been surveyed regularly by 
USGS and NPS from aircraft beginning in 
1993, revealing approximately one third of 
all sea otters in SE may live in the Bay2-7.  

 Over the years, advances have been made 
in the statistical methods used to develop a 
population estimate from the survey counts2-7 (Figure 3). Uncertainty remains, and each analysis may give different 
results depending on the methods and data used. For example, many historical estimates relied on only a single year of 
data, whereas contemporary methods can use data from multiple or even all years. 

 The USFWS 2023 report8 used all aerial survey data collected through 2022 and recently developed statistical methods 
to provide an updated understanding of sea otter population change since reintroduction (Figure 3). 

 Next steps 
 Continue improving statistical modeling, including using harvest data directly in estimating abundance, as well 

as including other types of survey data, such as boat and drone based. 
 Adapt monitoring plan to accommodate localized survey efforts that may occur more regularly. 
 Develop workflow to update abundance estimates efficiently as localized surveys occur. 

Figure 2: Map of Southeast Alaska sea otter stock region adapted from the 2023 
USFWS report8 showing sea otter occupancy probability and translocation sites.  

Figure 1: Map of northern sea otter stock regions, shown within the 100-m 
depth contour (blue), managed by the US Fish and Wildlife Service in Alaska 
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Figure 3. Figure adapted from the USFWS 2023 report8 showing current (black) and historical (colors) estimates of sea otter 
abundance in SE.  Error bars represent different measures of uncertainty depending on the type of estimate and are shown only to 
provide a general idea of the uncertainty around estimates. Not shown are years where smaller-scale surveys occurred, such as 
NPS/USGS Glacier Bay surveys in most years beginning in 1993. 
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