
28  WHAT’S AT STAKE? THE COST OF OIL ON BRITSH COLUMBIA’S PRICELESS COAST / POPUL ATIONS RE TUR NING FROM THE EDGE OF E X TINC TION

By their very nature, marine mammal populations are vulner­
able to overexploitation and other human generated threats. 
Marine mammals are generally long lived, but have low repro­
ductive rates. Consequently, recovery from significant popula­
tion reductions can take many years. However, by controlling 
destructive human behaviour, the declining trajectories of 
some marine mammal populations have been reversed.

Return of the whales
After a 40 year reprieve from whaling, these gentle giants 
are slowly returning to the coast. In the 1840s, large whales 
(such as sperm, blue, fin, humpback, grey and right whales) 
were so abundant in the Pacific Northwest that they became 
the target of whalers on sailing ships. By 1848, there were 292 
sailing ships hunting whales in the region. By 1865, fewer than 
20 years later, grey whales and right whales were commercially 
extinct.68

The introduction of steam powered vessels opened up the 
oceans to a second round of intense harvesting of whales. 
Here in BC, between 1905 and 1967 more than 24,000 large 
whales were taken from the BC coast. Six shore-based whaling 
stations were constructed, including two on Haida Gwaii (at 
Rose and Naden Harbours) and a third, the largest, at Coal 
Harbour, on northern Vancouver Island.

Over time, whalers targeted different species, driving each 
to commercial extinction before shifting their focus to other 
species. In the early part of the century, primarily humpback 
whales were taken. In later years, faster swimming fin whales 
and sperm whales dominated the catch.

Whales were afforded protection from commercial slaugh­
ter in 1968, which has led to the gradual return of humpback 

Whaling in Georgia Strait, 1908.  
Captain Larsen at the harpoon gun on 
the St. Lawrence in the Strait of Georgia 
in 1908. A whaling station operated 
there from October 1907 to Febru-
ary 1908, processing 98 humpback 
whales before it was closed. 
photo: d-03820 royal bc museum ar-
chives

Blue whale on the slip at Rose 
Harbour. A blue whale on the slip at 
the whaling station in Rose Har-
bour, Haida Gwaii (formerly Queen 
Charlotte Islands). Between 1905 and 
1967 more than 24,000 whales were 
slaughtered as part of BC’s commer-
cial whaling efforts. photo: e-05033 
royal bc museum archives
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Figure 8. Kill locations of whales hunted on the BC coast between 1905 and 
1967. Known locations where whales were harvested by BC whalers between 1905 and 1967. 
This map represents roughly 40% of the whales actually harvested in BC. Grey and right whales 
were already commercially extinct on the coast before land based whaling stations were 
constructed.69 Targeted whales between 1905 and 1967 were primarily humpback, fin, and 
sperm whales. Individual species maps are available in our on-line supporting materials. Data 
for these maps were complied by the Cetacean Research Program, Pacific Biological Station, 
Fisheries and Oceans Canada.

http://www.raincoast.org/projects/marine-mammals/marine-mammal-surveys/
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and fin whales to portions of the BC coast. In addition, the 
numbers of grey whales appear to have returned to the levels 
that preceded whaling. We have yet to see any signs of signifi­
cant population recovery in sei whales and right whales. 

A stellar story of decline and  
recovery 
Steller sea lions are one of the most studied marine mammals 
in the North Pacific. This is because the western population 
in Alaska (west of 144o W) has experienced population de­
clines of 80% since the 1970s. The species is now considered 

“endangered” in the US.70 Causes for the decline are the focus 
of much research and debate. Nutritional stress caused by 
changes that reduced the availability or quality of their prey 
seems the most likely explanation for the decline, although 
this theory remains controversial.71

The eastern population of Steller sea lions (east of 144o W 
and extending down into BC and California) was given Special 
Concern status in Canada, but at present the population re­
mains at historically high levels. When listed in 2003, only 
3 breeding rookeries were found in the province.72 Canadian 
government biologists recognized that sea lions were sensitive 
to disturbance while on land, and expressed concern that the 
precipitous decline observed in the western population could 
spread.

Where’s your passport? Steller sea 
lions do not recognize international 
boundaries. The largest breeding 
rookery for the eastern population  
of sea lions is just north of the British 
Columbia – Alaska border on  
Forrester Island, where this sea lion 
was born and branded by Alaska 
Fish and Game in 2001. It has since 
travelled more than 300 km to the 
Caamaño Sound area, where it was 
observed in the fall of 2006. 

The abandonment and recovery of the Sea Otter group as a sea lion 
rookery.73 In 1913, the rocky islets comprising the Sea Otter group was a 
small breeding rookery for Steller sea lions on BC’s north coast. However, 
between 1923 and 1939, fishery officers used to visit the rookery near the 
end of the pupping season, using machine guns to shoot adults from their 
patrol boats. Then, they would then go ashore and kill the pups, which 
were generally too young to escape. As a result, the number of animals that 
returned to the rookery each year declined exponentially and the sea lions 
eventually abandoned the site, although a few animals were occasionally 
seen using it as a haul out. When sea lions were given protected status in 
1970, they slowly began returning to the Sea Otter group. By 2006 enough 
animals had returned to breed that the islands were given official rookery 
status once again. photos: p.c. paquet
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More seals, more seal eaters. An increase in the abundance of transient (mammal-eating) killer whales coincides with a 
dramatic increase in the number of harbour seals, their primary prey.78 Between 1879 to 1968 more than half a million 
harbour seals were killed in British Columbia. In 1970, they received protection from culling.79 Since then, the harbour 
seal population has grown and stabilized at approximately 110,000 animals coast wide.80 photo, transient killer whale:
k. heise/l.barrett-lennard. photo, harbour seal: p. ross

Steller sea lion numbers have only recovered in BC since 
they were afforded protection from culling in 1970. Between 
1913 and 1968, approximately 49,000 sea lions were culled and 
5,700 were killed in commercial hunts, reducing the breeding 
population to about 30% of its previous size.74 These kills gen­
erally took place while the animals were on shore, near the end 
of the breeding season. The primary reason the hunts were 
carried out was because sea lions were perceived as competi­
tors for salmon. We now know that salmon are a relatively 
small proportion of the sea lions diet.

While Steller sea lions were being intensely culled in British 
Columbia, a population breeding on a small rookery on 
Forrester Island in southeast Alaska began to increase.75 In 
1929 there were less than 100 animals on Forrester Island and 
by 1945 there were an estimated 350. By 1961, when the first 
aerial surveys were flown, more than 800 pups were counted. 
Forester Island is now the largest Steller sea lion rookery in the 
world. More than 4,400 pups were counted in 2005.

Steller sea lions: voracious salmon 
predators? The evidence from their 
scats (faeces) says no. Scats are col-
lected from haul out sites and rook-
eries and then washed in a special 
machine called an elutriator. Only the 
hard parts remain (bones, eye lenses, 
squid beaks etc.), which can often 
be identified to species. Analyses of 
these hard parts reveal that Steller 
sea lions prey primarily on small and 
medium sized schooling fish that are 
seasonally abundant and/or acces-
sible, such as herring, hake, sand-
lance, salmon, dogfish, eulachon, 
and sardines. Salmon constitute only 
10% of their summer diet based on 
preliminary analysis of scats collected 
at Cape St. James.76 In winter, sea 
lions prey primarily on herring.77 

photo: m. carwardine


