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The Sea Otter Savvy program 
strives to foster responsible 

behavior by users of the marine 
environment while they are 

viewing and recreating near sea 
otters.
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Introduction to 
Sea Otter Savvy

Who, What, Where and Why?
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Together we can create a “sea otter savvy” 
community promoting responsible wildlife viewing, 

awareness of the effect our behavior can have on sea 
otters and other wildlife, and a safer, healthier 

coastal environment for all of us, otter and human 
alike.
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The Beginnings of Sea Otter Savvy

Sea Otter Savvy was founded in 2014 by Gena Bentall, who has worked as a sea otter 
biologist since 2001. She has studied sea otters in the wild  throughout the extent of the 
sea otter’s range from Russia’s Commander Islands, the Aleutian Islands, throughout the 
Central California coast and San Nicolas Island. She studied zoology and marine biology at 
Oregon State University in Corvallis, and obtained her master’s degree in Ecology and 
Evolutionary Biology at the University of California Santa Cruz under Dr. James Estes. 
After years of studying sea otters in the wild, Gena has learned much about their unique 
biology and behavior, and witnessed first-hand the chronic nature of disturbance to sea 
otters by human recreation activities. In early 2014, together with members of the 
Southern Sea Otter Research Alliance, pursued the idea of organizing a program 
specifically dedicated to alleviating this chronic disturbance through education. Gena now 
coordinates the Sea Otter Savvy program and reaches out to the central coast 
communities of Monterey, San Luis Obispo, and Santa Cruz counties.

Advisory board

Lilian Carswell, Southern Sea otter Recovery Coordinator, US Fish and Wildlife Service.

Mike Harris, Senior Environmental Scientist, California Department of Fish and Wildlife.

Laird Henkel, Senior Environmental Scientist Supervisor, Marine Wildlife Veterinary Care & Research Center.

Andrew Johnson, Sea Otter Consultant, Monterey Bay Aquarium.

Michelle Staedler, Sea Otter Program Manager, Monterey Bay Aquarium. 

Colleen Young, Environmental Scientist, Marine Veterinary Care & Research Center. 

Collaborators

Alimosphere
Cal Poly, San Luis Obispo
California State Parks
Elkhorn Slough National Estuarine Research Reserve
Friends of the Sea Otter
Moss Landing Marine Laboratories

Funding

Sea Otter Savvy is funded by grants and donations. Thank-you to the California State Coastal Conservancy, 
Marisla Foundation, US Fish and Wildlife Service, for our supporting grants

National Marine Sanctuaries, Monterey Bay. 
SeaBird Protection Network
Sea Life Stewards
United States Geographical Survey
University of California, Santa Cruz



Along the central California coast, there are places 
that provide both excellent opportunities for human 
ocean recreation activities and desirable habitat for 
sea otters. When the favorite places of both humans 

and sea otters overlap, interactions between them are 
inevitable. These interactions can be positive 

(harmonious for both human and sea otter) or 
negative (disturbance to sea otters and/or injury to 

human).

We at Sea Otter Savvy believe that most disturbance 
to sea otters is unintentional, motivated not by the 

intent to do harm but by lack of awareness. Essential 
to preventing disturbance before it occurs is an 
understanding of the unique vulnerability of sea 
otters and the importance of a healthy sea otter 

population to our coastal ecosystem. With outreach 
and education, we hope to increase awareness of the 

importance of protecting sea otters as part of our 
coastal community, and inspire everyone sharing the 

coastal environment with sea otters to 
adopt responsible viewing guidelines and share them 

with others.
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https://www.seaottersavvy.org/what-is-sea-otter-disturbance
https://www.seaottersavvy.org/vulnerabilities
https://www.seaottersavvy.org/ecosystem-superheroes
https://www.seaottersavvy.org/viewing-guidelines
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This portfolio was created to highlight all the hard 
work Sea Otter Savvy puts into sea otter  research, 
education, outreach and community enhancement 

for sea otters and humans alike since 2015! 

Please follow Sea Otter Savvy on social media @SeaOtterSavvy
https://www.seaottersavvy.org/

Facebook, Instagram, Youtube, Twitter and Periscope.

https://www.seaottersavvy.org/
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Sea Otter Savvy Kayak Decal
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Thanks to all the outfitters on the California 
coast who have put these stickers on their fleet:
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Sharing Space with Otters:
Kayaking Guidelines Video Snapshots

14

Sea Otter Savvy teamed up with Eyes on Conservation and Wild 
Lens to create an informational video for kayak shops. 

The video can be seen here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NHPKMfUKL6I

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NHPKMfUKL6I


Sea Otter Music Video: Snapshots

15

Sea Otter Savvy partnered with Wild Lens, Eyes on Conservation and 
the Whizpops to create a fun animated music video that educates about 
sea otter natural history and how humans should respect this protected 

marine mammal. Watch this video here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XsHB1vr5cI0

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XsHB1vr5cI0
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Sea Otter 
Education

Research and Outreach 



C

Natural History  of the

Southern Sea Otter

Compiled by Gena Bentall 2017



Description

Sea otters are members of the weasel or mustelid family. Like other members of this family, they have  

very thick fur. In fact, at 850,000 to one million hairs per square inch, they have the thickest fur of any  

mammal. Their fur consists of two types of hairs, interlocking underfur (which provides insulation) and  

longer guard hairs (that help water run off the coat). This system traps a layer of air next to their skin so,  

when fur is well groomed, their skin does not come in contact with sea water. Sea otters are usually dark  

brown, and some individuals may be progressively lighter colored (grizzled) on the head, neck, chest and  

forearms due to loss of pigmentation in the guard hairs. Extent of grizzle can be related to age and  

individual variation. Sea otters are the smallest marine mammal, and with their flipper-shaped hind feet  

are well adapted to a marine environment. In California adult females weigh 35-60 pounds (16-27 kg);  

males reach up to 90 pounds (40 kg). Alaskan sea otters are bigger with males weighing as much as 100  

pounds (45 kg).

Range/Habitat

Sea otters once ranged around the North Pacific Rim from Mexico through Alaska, Russia, and Japan.  

The maritime fur trade of the 1700-1800s brought sea otters to the brink of extinction and fragmented  

the once continuous population. There are currently 3 subspecies of sea otter, the Northern Sea Otter  

(Enhydra lutris kenyoni), the Asian, or Russian, Sea Otter (Enhydra lutris lutris) and our Southern, or  

California, Sea Otter (Enhydra lutris nereis). Currently, the California population numbers around 3,000  

and ranges from Half Moon Bay to Santa Barbara. Sea otters inhabit shallow coastal areas and prefer  

places with kelp. Sea otters secure themselves by wrapping in kelp surface canopy when resting.

Mothers of young pups will often secure their pups in kelp surface canopy when they dive in search of  

food.

Map of the pre- and post-fur trade ranges of sea otters



Sea otter mother and pup in Giant Kelp canopy. Photo by Nicole LaRoche

Mating/Breeding

Males may mate with multiple females successively throughout the year. Females will often mate with a  

single male during estrous (sometimes more than one), especially if they form a pair bond. Pair bonds  

last for several days during which the male and female stay in very close proximity. During mating, males  

grasp the female’s nose and face with their teeth, sometimes drawing blood or leaving a persistent light-

colored scar. In some parts of California, injuries to the nose incurred during mating can be severe and  

even life threatening. Females give birth to one pup and usually have their first pup at the age of three  or 

four. The gestation period is 6 months on average and includes a period of delayed implantation of  the 

embryo, thought allow the female to put on fat between the weaning of the prior pup and birth of  the 

next. Pups can be born any time of year, but in California there is a peak in pupping between  January and 

March. When born, the pups weigh from three to five pounds. Females devote a  considerable amount of 

energy to pup rearing, while males provide no parental care. By the end of the  pup dependency period, 

females may be expending twice as much energy producing milk, sharing prey,  and caring for their pups 

as they would during periods without a pup. This can result in seriously  compromised health and body 

condition of the female at the time of pup weaning, particularly in range  center populations where sea 

otters are present at high densities and the food supply is limited. During  this time, female sea otters 

may be particularly vulnerable to changes in prey abundance, aggressive  males, and disease. Chronic 

disturbance by kayaks and other marine recreation activities may cause  unnecessary depletion of energy 

at this critical stage of reproduction.



Behavior

Sea otters are social  

animals, with females  

with pups coming  

together to rest in  

groups known as rafts,  

which are sometimes  

guarded by a territorial  

male. Bachelor males  

(young males, males  

that haven’t acquired  

territories, and  

territorial males on

“breaks”) will often  

gather in all male rafts  

where they rest and  

spar with one another in

play-like bouts that  

rarely result in injury. In
contrast, when guarding a territory, territorial males will attempt to exclude all other males---sometimes  

aggressively. Pups are dependent on their mothers for the first 6-8 months of their life. The dense  “natal” 

coat of young pups traps so much air the pup in unable to dive. When mothers leave the pups  nestled in 

kelp to dive for prey, pups bob on the surface of the ocean like a cork. Mothers spend much  time 

grooming pups and often carry them on their chests. Pups begin to learn to swim at around four  weeks 

of age, and lose their super buoyant natal coat at around 8-10 weeks of age, at which point they  are able 

to dive alongside their mothers.

Sea otters feed  

primarily on  

benthic  

invertebrates like  

crabs, sea urchins,  

sea stars, clams,  

worms, abalone,  

and marine other  

snails, and have  

been observed  

feeding on more  

than 75 different  

species in CA. In  

parts of the range  

where they are  

competing with  

other sea otters for

Mother sea otter grooming young pup. Photo by G Bentall

Sea otter using one mussel shell as an anvil to break open another mussel. Photo by J. Tomoleoni



food, they can become specialized in types of prey. Sea otter scientists currently recognize five different  

dietary specialization types: 1) Cancer-type crabs; 2) abalone; 3) mussels; 4) sea snails; and 5) clams. Sea  

otters are one of the few animals to use tools and will use a rock like an anvil or hammer to break open  

hard-shelled prey like snails and clams. Sometimes they will use the claw of a crab to break open the

crab’s own shell! Contrary to popular myth, sea otters do not carry a single tool with them throughout  

their life and will select a new tool for each foraging bout. When sea otters are under water searching  

for food, they sometimes store what they have found in the loose skin folds at their armpits. In order to  

help stay warm while living in a cold-water environment, sea otters have very high, heat-generating  

metabolisms and need to eat roughly 25%of their body weight every day to stay healthy! Sea otters  

primarily rely on their sense of touch to locate prey, using their sensitive forepaws and whiskers to  

probe crevices and sea floor for invertebrates. They may feed equally during the day and at night.

The heat generated by their metabolism is  

insulated by their dense fur coats, and sea  

otters must devote 8-12% of their time to  

grooming their fur to keep it in good condition.  

In a healthy, well-groomed sea otter coat, the  

insulating air layer prevents cold water from  

ever touching their skin. While grooming, sea  

otters may roll about, turn somersaults, scrub  

with their fore and hind feet, and even blow  

air into their coat with their mouth.

Status

Sea otters in California were federally listed as threatened  

under the Endangered Species Act in 1977 due to their low  

overall numbers, limited range, and vulnerability to a  

catastrophic event such as an oil spill. Unlike other marine  

mammals, sea otters do not have a blubber layer.

Therefore, they rely on their fur to keep warm. If their fur

is oiled, it loses its insulating qualities and the sea otters  

soon chill. Otters are also affected by the oil fumes or  

poisoned by eating food exposed to oil and attempting to  

groom an oiled coat. Most sea otters quickly die in an oil  

spill. Several thousand sea otters died in the 1989 Exxon oil  

spill in Valdez, Alaska. The number of Southern Sea Otters  

killed by Great White Sharks (Carcharodon carcharius) in  

California has dramatically increased to as much as 60% of  

known mortalities (2016) in recent years. Scientists do not

fully understand the cause of this increase although they suspect that sharks only “sample” sea otters  

while hunting for more suitable prey like seals.

Other threats to sea otters include infectious diseases, parasites, boat strikes, fishing gear  

entanglements, and toxins. At the center of the range in California (roughly Moss Landing to San Luis  

Obispo), the sea otter population is thought to be at or near carrying capacity. That is, the population

A sea otter somersaults to groom her fur. Photo by G Bentall

Evidence of a fatal bite from a white shark. Photo  
courtesy of USGS and CDFW



numbers are as high as current resources levels (specifically prey) can support. Change may be in  

progress along the central coast, however, as abundance of sea urchins, a favorite prey of sea otters, has  

increased at some locations due to the loss of the large, predatory Sunflower Star (Pycnopodia  

helianthoides) to Sea Star Wasting Disease. With the sunflower stars gone, sea urchin populations  

skyrocket, and current research is examining how sea otters respond to this increase in availability of a  

nutrient rich food source. In the absence of increased prey availability at range center, further  

population growth can occur only through expansion at the range ends to the north and south. Sea  

otters are additionally protected under the Marine Mammal Protection Act.

Moss Landing Sea Otters

Researchers with US Geological Survey, the  

Monterey Bay Aquarium, the Elkhorn Slough  

National Estuarine Reserve, and others  

participate in long term data collection on  

tagged sea otters in Moss Landing. You will  

see otters with brightly colored tags on their  

hind flippers---the color combination and  

positioning of the tags are unique for each  

otter. The researchers study foraging (what  

the otters eat), where the otters live in the  

slough and harbor, and how well they  

reproduce and survive. During this study  

(which concluded in fall of 2016)

researchers were out daily tracking the tagged otters from shore and boats using antennas and high-

powered spotting scopes. One recent study has shown that the presence of sea otters in the slough has  

increased the health of the eelgrass beds that are important for overall estuary health. Tiny sea slugs  

keep the surface of the eelgrass clean. By feeding on a crab that in turn feeds on the sea slugs, sea otters  

allowed slug numbers to increase and eel grass to flourish. From bimonthly counts, we know that there  

are typically around 100 sea otters living in the slough and harbor, but this number fluctuates  seasonally.

Male bachelor group in Moss Landing harbor. Photo G Bentall

A sea otter with research tags on his hind flippers



The large group that forms in  

the north harbor, inside the  

jetty is a bachelor group and is  

typically composed entirely of  

males. When in this group, the  

males rarely fight, but instead  

engage in mock contests, or  

sparring to practice and learn  

skills. Males of all ages may be  

in this group with many only  

visiting part time, leaving  

periodically for the open  

Monterey Bay. Members of  

this bachelor group will also  

regularly rest on the beach  

curving northward inside the  

north jetty. This behavior,  

known as hauling out, is not

uncommon in sea otters, but most often occurs in hidden places or darkness when sea otters feel safer.  

Researchers studying this behavior have found that, once out of the water, sea otters’ body  

temperature warms more rapidly and stays warmer longer when they are hauled out. The social  

interactions, proximity to food resources and haul-outs, and relative safety from shark predators make  

this bachelor area an important place for California’s male sea otters.

Morro Bay Sea Otters

The numbers of sea otters  
regularly inhabiting the  
waters inside Morro Bay  
Harbor have significantly  
increased over the last  
decade. During the 1990s  
through 2010 the number of  
otters inside the Bay were  
generally well below ten.
Since 2010 the numbers  
have increase with the 2017  
survey counting 45 sea  
otters inside the protected  
waters of the Morro Bay
Harbor. Why are there more

A raft of females with pups near the south T-pier in Morro Bay. Photo by G Bentall

Male sea otters "hauled out" in Moss Landing. Photo G Bentall



sea otters in Morro Bay? Resources  
drive the need of sea otters to  
inhabit a specific area. Resources  
that are important to sea otters  
are food (high densities of their  
invertebrate prey), refuge from  
predators like white sharks, and  
safe habitat to rest and rear their  
offspring. Morro Bay may offer any  
or all of these to the sea otters  
living there. We know from studies  
of tagged sea otters, that those we  
see in Morro Bay may travel north  
to Cayucos, Cambria, or even San  
Simeon, or south to Pt. Buchon. As  
both sea otter and marine  
recreationists numbers increase
it’s reasonable to predict a  
substantial increase in sea
otter/human interactions in the harbor. When the Macrocystis canopy is present at Target Rock, 20-30
sea otters may be resting in the kelp bed. At Coleman Beach, sea otters gather in groups of 2-20 in the
shallow open water 10-70 meters from shore or within eelgrass beds at low tide. Sea otters often seek
surface canopy of kelp or eelgrass to anchor themselves while resting singly or in groups called rafts.
Canopy availability in the harbor is dependent on tide level, currents, and seasonal persistence of kelp  
and eelgrass, with the Target Rock ledge providing the only suitable rocky substrate needed for  
Macrocystis to thrive. In Morro Bay, sea otters may also rest in eel grass beds or in open water if kelp  
canopy is not available. When kelp canopy is absent in winter, a large raft of females with pups may  
gather inside the south public T-pier near the Embarcadero. Sea otters on the San Luis Obispo county  

coast spend between 10 and 12 hours resting or sleeping each day.

Sea Otters and Disturbance

Disturbance to the natural behavioral patterns of sea otters can occur in areas where human marine  

recreation activities and sea otter habitat overlap. Sea otters are very charismatic and viewing and/or  

photographing them may often be a primary goal of marine recreationists. Kayakers, stand-up paddlers,  

scuba divers, ecotour operators, and others are often unaware that the manner in which they behave  

near otters can cause disturbance to important behavioral patterns and result in wasted energy,  

increased stress, and potentially pup abandonment. Because sea otters don’t store energy in the form  of 

fat, they are always dependent on a delicate balance of energy income (in the form of food) and  energy 

expense (in the form of activities such as swimming back and forth to foraging areas, social  interaction, 

fur maintenance, and care for their pups). Swimming and diving to avoid watercraft that  approach too 

close or too aggressively results in an additional energy expense burden. If an energy  deficit is the result, 

the sea otter must either find more prey to eat or risk losing body condition, which is  elemental to good 

health, disease resistance, reproductive success, and survival.

There are simple guidelines marine recreationists can follow to avoid disturbing sea otters. Practice  

these yourself, and encourage others to do the same!

The otter raft is resting in kelp canopy near Morro Rock. Photo by G Bentall



• Report cases of severe harassment by calling 1-888-334-CalTIP (888-334-2258)

For sick and injured sea otters:

o Monterey, Santa Cruz counties: Monterey Bay Aquarium, (831) 648-

4840

o San Luis Obispo county: The Marine Mammal Center, (415) 289-7325

• Learn more at the Sea Otter Savvy website: www.seaottersavvy.org

• Questions? info@seaottersavvy.org

1. Maintain a respectful distance. It is often hard to judge distance, so we recommend at least  

5 lengths of your kayak (around 50 ft.). Give all wildlife plenty of space!

2. Avoid direct approaches, that is, maneuvering your craft directly at an otter or raft of otters.  

This can be perceived as much more threatening than passing by parallel or obliquely,  

keeping a steady pace. Imagine you are watching the Queen Mary come in to port---would  

you feel less threatened watching from the middle of the boating channel, or from the  

safety of the dock as the ship passes by?

3. Do not encircle sea otters with watercraft---they will feel trapped. If someone else is already  

watching, wait your turn before approaching.

4. Pay attention! Keep a watchful eye on the sea otters for changes in behavior. If they raise  

their heads and look at you they are warning you that you are getting too close. Their next  

step might be to dive and swim away. If they are looking at you, you have entered their  

world. If they move because of you it’s harassment.

Encourage people to think about the  

needs and well-being of sea otters  

when they are viewing them. Armed  

with a little information, we can  

share the coastal environment  

respectfully and peacefully with sea  

otters! Understanding the needs of  

sea otters is most important to help  

prevent disturbance, but don’t  

forget, sea otters are protected from  

harassment by two federal laws,  

state law and a number of local laws  

and regulations. Harassment and  

disturbance of them, even when  

unintentional, violates the law!

Kayakers in Moss Landing often paddle too close to resting sea otters. Photo by  
G Bentall

http://www.seaottersavvy.org/
mailto:info@seaottersavvy.org


1. The average life span for a sea otter is 15-20 years. Males usually don’t live longer than 15 years.

2. Average weight of an adult male in CA = 30 kg (66 lbs)

3. Average length of an adult male in CA = 1.3 meters (4.2 ft)

4. Pups per year: 1 (twins are rare, and the mom can only care for one)

5. Gestation: 6 months total (~ 2 months delayed implantation + 4 months active pregnancy)

6. Season sea otter pups are born = spring, summer, fall, winter (any season!)

7. Average amount of time that sea otter pups are dependent on their mom = 6 months

8. Average daily (kilo)calories consumed by an adult male = 4,300

9. Deepest recorded sea otter dive in California = 264 feet (9-year old male from SLO county)

10. Longest recorded sea otter dive in California= 7.9 minutes (10-year old male from Monterey county)

11. Average dive depth in California = 24 feet

12. Average dive duration in California = 61.5 seconds

13. Hairs per square inch on a sea otter’s foreleg >1,000,000 (humans have 100,000 on their entire  head)

14. Average number of hours spent foraging each day by central California sea otters = 9.5-12 hours (40- 50 % of 24

hours)

15. Sense most used to locate prey (especially in dark or turbid water) = touch (paws and whiskers)

16. Prey on which sea otters are most likely to use a tool = sea snails, clams, and mussels

17. Most common sea otter prey in CA: Cancer-type crabs (Rock crabs and Dungeness crabs)

18. Number of prey specialist foraging types in CA = 5 (Cancer-type crabs; 2. abalone; 3. mussels; 4. sea  snails; and 
5. clams)

19. Most common known cause of death for CA sea otters = bite from Great White Shark (~60 % of  mortality,

2017)

20. Sea otter mating fact: male sea otters bite a female’s nose during mating, perhaps to keep hold of  her in a 

watery environment. Some bites can result in serious, even life-threatening wounds.

21. Primary reason for listing of CA sea otters as "threatened" in 1977 under the Endangered Species  Act = Risk 
of oil spills

22. Number of times wild sea otters have been recorded “holding hands” by sea otter scientists = 0

Sea Otter Quick Stats!



Research: Citizen scientists at work! 
Sea Otter Savvy Volunteers work in Monterey and San Luis Obispo 
counties collecting data weekly on sea otter behavior in response to 
human-caused disturbance. The SLO team does a monthly Morro 
Bay sea otter survey to keep track of population trends.

28

Monterey Team
• 8 Volunteers
• 4 scan locations
• 674 Hours since 2016
• 168 scans 

SLO Team
• 6 Volunteers
• 3 scan locations
• 430 hours since 2016
• 107 scans 
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Research Locations 

Moss Landing and Elkhorn Slough Morro Bay and Cayucos

Cannery Row Monterey Avila/Port San Luis (New Site as of July 2018)
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Graduate Student Researchers 

Heather Barrett is a Master’s student at Moss Landing Marine Laboratories. She is 
collaborating with Sea Otter Savvy to quantify the effects of anthropogenic (human induced) 
disturbance on sea otters. She is using disturbance data as well as activity budgets and metabolic 
rates to provide a physiological assessment of anthropogenic disturbance on sea otters.

Sarah Espinosa is a Master’s student at University of California, Santa Cruz. She is analyzing 
sea otter salt marsh habitat use to identify important salt marsh tidal creek characteristics for 
sea otter use to inform restoration of viable sea otter salt marsh habitat. She is collaborating 
with Sea Otter Savvy to quantify sea otter disturbance in Elkhorn Slough’s salt marshes.  



School Visits! 515 students reached! 
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2016-2017 SY

School City County Month
Grade 
level

# classes
total 

students

Del Mar Elementary Morro Bay SLO April 4 2 56

Monarch Grove Los Osos SLO April 4 2 64

Cambria Elementary Cambria SLO May 4/5 2 30

2017-2018 SY

School City County Month
Grade 
level

# classes
total 

students

Monarch Grove Los Osos SLO November 4 3 75

Pacheco Elementary San Luis Obispo SLO February 3 3 75

Bauer-Speck Elementary Paso Robles SLO March 4 3 75

Del Mar Elementary Morro Bay SLO May 4 2 50

Cambria Elementary Cambria SLO May 3 2 60

St. Elizabeth Seton Palo Alto
Santa 

Clara 

County

May 1 1 30

Cayucos Elementary Cayucos SLO June 4 1



School Visits
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Thank You’s From Classroom Visits
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Outreach: 28 events 
since 2016 !
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Entity Event Name Partners
Peer-to-peer 
Interactions

2016

City of Morro Bay
Morro Bay Harbor 
Festival

Cara O'Brien 377

City of Morro Bay, Harbor 
District

SOAW
SeaLife Stewards, CA State Parks, 

MBNHM, Seabird Protection 
Network

842

Pacific Grove Natural History 
Museum

SOAW Nick Strong na

ESNERR Open House Ron Eby

Young Scientists Club, Westlake 
Elementary

presentation Francesca Batac 50

Pacific Grove Natural History 
Museum, docents meeting

presentation na

BSOS Monterey CS binder ongoing na

CA State Parks
Coastal Marine 
Interpretation 
seminar

Cara O'Brien 16

2017

City of Monterey Whalefest
Friends of the Sea Otter (shared 

materials)
558

Pescadero Middle School
Sea Otter Savvy 
Workshop

Heirs toOur Oceans, Monterey Bay 
Kayaks

35

SLO Coast District CASP 
Periscope

Sea Otters! A 
Playful Day in 
Morro Bay!

Cara O'Brien, Erin Gates 1200

Virtual Photo Walks Cara O'Brien na

Central Coast Aquarium
Beneath the 
Surface/Beach 
Clean Up

Cara O'Brien 25

Moss Landing Marine Labs Open House Heather Barrett na

Sea Otter Savvy, CA State Parks

Central CA Coastal 
Wildlife 
Dsiturbance
Symposium

60



Over 6,150 people reached!   
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Entity Event Name Partners Peer-to-peer Interactions

2018 

City of Monterey Whalefest 523

Central Coast State Parks 
Assoc Morro Bay Mind Walk talk 100
Morro Bay Harbor 
Department Harbor Safety Meeting Cara O'Brien 40

Southern Sea Otter 
Research Alliance

SSO Research Update 
Meeting Andy Johnson 100

City of Santa Cruz Earth Day 185

Moss Landing Marine Labs Open House Heather Barrett 1200

Pacific Wildlife Care
Central Coast Wildlife 
Festival Cara O'Brien 182

SeaLife Stewards Docent Training Cara O'Brien 45

City of Watsonville iSpy Science Angie Gruys 92

Sea Otter Savvy Memorial Day Outreach SeaLife Stewards 330

Monterey Bay Kayaks Staff Training Cass Shrock 20

Santa Cruz Museum of 
Natural History Summer Kick-off Festival Felicia Van Stolk 87

Moss Landing Chamber of 
Commerce Moss Landing Street Fair Michele Alcantara 82



Sea Otter Head Bands! 

36

Come decorate your 

own sea otter head 

band at our next event! 



Savvana the Otter and Sea Otter Games 
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Coloring Pages!
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Sea Otter Savvy 

Actions

Community Involvement



• Sea Otter Savvy volunteers monitor the behavior of sea otters that pass 
through the culverts that pass under Moss Landing Road between South 
Harbor and Morro Cojo Slough. On Flood tides, these culverts close leaving 
sea otters stranded in Morro Cojo with no way out except for walking across 
the road.

• One sea otter trying to cross Moss Landing Road was struck and killed by a 
car on July 4th 2015.

• The death spurred people into motion to get a sea otter 
crossing/pedestrian crossing table installed.

• Recently the bump has been upgraded to a more permanent cement speed 
bump.

• Sea otter Crossing signs are also located at Jetty Road.

• Do your part in slowing down for wildlife! 
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Sea Otter Crossing (SOX) program
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Sea otters actually use Moss Landing  
crosswalk created for them

A female sea otter was seen using a crosswalk in Moss Landing, Calif.

Media: Sea Otter Savvy

It's something you'll only see in a place like Moss Landing.

A recently-recorded video shows a female sea otter hopping across the road in a  

crosswalk that is clearly marked as "Sea Otter X-ing."

The sea otter crosswalk and traffic speed bump was built across Moss Landing Road in  

the winter of 2016 because a beloved otter, Mr. Enchilada, was run over by a car. The  

sea otter's death was witnessed by harbor workers and saddened locals.

But would sea otters would actually know to use their new special crosswalk?

Thanks to volunteers and employees with Sea Otter Savvy, the Monterey Bay Aquarium,  

and Moss Landing Marine Laboratories, sea otters have been documented using the  

crosswalk.

Gena Bentall of Sea Otter Savvy shot the video. Watch it above.



She said multiple sea otters regularly use the crosswalk to hop and waddle from the  

harbor side to the slough side.

While sea otters are beloved for their adorable fuzzy faces, they are also smart, Bentall  

said.

"They are incredibly clever animals. They don't get (enough) credit for their brains," she  

said.

About 100-120 sea otters live in Moss Landing and neighboring Elkhorn Slough.

They like to eat clams and crabs in the freshwater slough. There are culverts below Moss  

Landing Road that allow sea otters to swim from the harbor to the slough, but at high  

tide, the culverts are closed, and the otters have to walk.

"They are built for being in the water. Their whole body is designed for floating on their  

backs, so they are not super speedy," Bentall said.

Bentall said the new speed bump has helped slow drivers down as they enter and exit  

Moss Landing from Highway 1.



Traffic protection for sea otters

The new sea otter crossing on Moss Landing Road adjacent to the Moss Landing Harbor on Wednesday. The sea otter  
crossing on Moss Landing Road as a result of the sea otter death earlier this year. (Vern Fisher - Monterey Herald)

By Emma Hiolski, newsroom@montereyherald.com
POSTED: 11/30/16, 6:08 PM PST | UPDATED: ON 11/30/2016

POSTED: 11/30/16, 6:08 PM PST | UPDATED: ON 11/30/2016

A sea otter floats in the Moss Landing Harbor. (Vern Fisher - Monterey Herald)

Moss Landing >> Sea otters, already protected at state, federal and international levels, gained a new,  
local layer of protection this week near Moss Landing Harbor.

mailto:newsroom@montereyherald.com


On Tuesday, the Monterey County Public Works Department installed a speed table on Moss Landing  
Road in response to the death of a sea otter struck by a car this summer, said officials.

The project was well-received by community members, said Brenda Villanueva, assistant traffic engineer
for the Public Works Department, as another Southern sea otter floated nearby to investigate during part
of the eight-hour installation process.

Signs, striping and labor cost under $10,000, a “relatively modest” expense, said Benny J. Young, interim  
deputy director of the Resource Management Agency for Public Works and Facilities. The striped speed  
table — a broad, moderate speed bump — had been purchased for another project, but was never used,  
said Villanueva, so was available at no additional cost.

Spearheaded by Shawn Atkins, operations manager for the Roads and Bridge Division of Public Works,  
several agencies - including Public Works, U.S. and California Fish and Wildlife departments, the Moss  
Landing Harbormaster and advocacy groups — came together to help raise public awareness of sea otters  
in the roadways

Villanueva said this has been their favorite project.

A sea otter, nicknamed Mr. Enchilada by residents near Moss Landing Harbor, was struck by a car the  
evening of July 3, said Villanueva. After the incident, Public Works started looking for solutions, said  
Young, and the county installed sea otter crossing signs until the speed table was ready.

“We really weren’t aware that sea otters would be crossing the street until it happened,” said Villanueva.

Resident sea otters use culverts under Moss Landing Road to move between Moss Landing Harbor and  
Moro Cojo Slough, said Young, but floodgate covers over the pipes prevent them from going through  
during high tide. The only other alternative is crossing the road.

Sea otters also float and swim through culverts in Elkhorn Slough beneath Jetty Road, said Stephen  
Bachman, senior environmental scientist for the Monterey District of California State Parks.

Young said that Monterey County Public Works had also produced two sea otter crossing signs for State  
Parks to use in North Elkhorn Slough. The signs were put up in mid-to-late August on Jetty Road, just off  
of Highway 1, where sea otters have been reported crossing the road, said Bachman.

Bachman described some recent “strange behavior” by sea otters in that area that may increase the  
likelihood of them being on or near roadways. Large groups of male sea otters haul out onto the beach, 15  
to 20 feet up, and sometimes as far as the dune faces on the eastern side of Jetty Road, he said.

Preventing car strikes is crucial for maintaining Southern sea otter populations, as they are listed as  
endangered by the International Union for Conservation of Nature.

Local residents had also grown especially fond of Mr. Enchilada, erecting a small memorial for him near  
the site of the new speed table, said Villanueva.

The main goals of these traffic calming efforts is “to create a public awareness that there might be sea  
otters in the roadway,” said Young, and to prevent another unfortunate wildlife death.

“It just seemed like the right thing to do,” he said.

The State Park is also discussing adding a speed table to Jetty Road, according to Bachman, though in the  
meantime the signs are effective at raising awareness.

“People see them, people like them,” he said, and “they comment, ‘Hey wow,’” as they haven’t seen sea  
otter crossing signs before.



Converting Moss Landing Jetty Beach into a 
Sea Otter Resting Area July 2017
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California State Parks, Monterey Bay 
Aquarium (special thanks to the Sea Otter 
Program’s Andy Johnson for taking the 
lead on organizing this project), US Fish 
and Wildlife Service, California 
Department of Fish and Wildlife, US Army 
Corps of Engineers,  Seaotters.com, and 
Sea Otter Savvy teamed up to officially 
close the beach at the end of Jetty Road 
and provide sea otters with a save resting 
and haul out beach. 

To learn more about the decision visit: 
https://www.seaottersavvy.org/sea-otter-
viewing-just-got-better



Sea Otter Awareness Week 
September 2017
https://www.seaotterweek.org/

Sep. 27th, 6:00 to 6:30 at Moss Landing Marine Labs, "Going with the Flow? What Drives 
Sea Otter Distribution in Elkhorn Slough Saltmarshes“, Sarah Espinosa, graduate 
student, UC Santa Cruz

Saltmarshes provide many important ecosystem services to humans including flood 
protection, improved water quality, carbon sequestration, and fun opportunities for 
recreation such as bird watching, hunting and kayaking. Elkhorn Slough has the largest 
saltmarsh in California south of San Francisco Bay; however, many areas are drowning. 
Evidence suggests that saltmarshes are important resting areas for sea otters and sea 
otters help the stability of saltmarsh ecosystems. This presentation will address the 
questions: Is it possible to rebuild salt marshes for sea otter use? Does human marine 
recreation influence sea otter distribution in saltmarshes?

Sep. 27th, 7:00 to 7:30 at Moss Landing Marine Labs, "Monterey is Expensive: Investigating 
the Cost of Human Disturbance to Sea Otters“, Heather Barrett, graduate student, Moss 
Landing Marine Laboratories

Heather will discuss why human disturbance is a key component of sea otter daily life in 
parts of Monterey Bay, and how this may affect their behavior and energetic output. This 
presentation will outline current research focused on estimating this energetic cost, and 
share information on how visitors to the sea otter's home can minimize their impact.

Sep. 29th, 6:00 to 6:20 at Monterey Bay Aquarium, "Being Sea Otter Savvy“, Gena Bentall

Gena Bentall, Program Coordinator for Sea Otter Savvy, explains why sea otters matters, 
why we should do what we can to protect them, and how our own recreational activies---
kayaking, SCUBA diving, photography, even walking on the beach---can impact them. 
She will share simple things every person can do to avoid disrupting vital activites like 
resting and foraging, and preserve their wildness.
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During Sea Otter Awareness week 2017, 18 organizations throughout the 
US  and 4 international organizations hosted  Sea Otter activities. These 
are the events that Sea Otter Savvy hosted thought out the Monterey Bay 
Area. 

https://www.seaotterweek.org/


50

Sep. 29th 6:20 to 6:45 at Monterey Bay Aquarium, Vintage Video Time: "Wild Kingdom: 
The World of the Sea Otter"

This episode of the classic TV nature series from the 1970s shows sea otter biologists 
from the era and their techniques for studying sea otters. There are some 
questionable sea otter "interaction" practices depicted that will make for some 
discussion afterwards about how far we have come in our approach towards wildlife!

Sep. 29th, 7:00 to 8:00 at Monterey Bay Aquarium, "Rockin' It: How Sea Otters Use 
Tools To Solve Prey Problems, Jessica Fujii, Research Biologist, Monterey Bay 
Aquarium's Sea Otter Program

Sea otters are well-known tool users, however, we have only recently started to better 
understand how this behavior differs by the type of prey caught and by individual sea 
otters. In some cases, tools may be the best way for sea otters to open their food, but 
how they learn to use tools may also impact their ability to respond to changes in food 
availability.

Sep. 30th, 5:30 to 8:00, Center for Ocean Health, room 118, Long Marine Lab,115 
McAllister Way, Santa Cruz, "An Old Dog Learns New Tricks from a Big Weasel: 
Lessons About Life Learned Over a Career Studying Sea Otters."

Dr. M. Tim Tinker, Research Wildlife Biologist with the Western Ecological Research 
Center of the U.S. Geological Survey, and adjunct Professor in the Department of 
Ecology and Evolutionary Biology at the University of California Santa Cruz.

Dr. Tinker, one of the world's leading sea otter scientists, shares insights and 
anecdotes from a 25-year career studying sea otters in some of the most remote, as 
well as most familiar, regions of the north Pacific. Don't miss this summary 
perspective from an exceptional scientist, whose seminal research has contributed 
much to our understanding not only of sea otters but the complexity and resilience of 
coastal ecosystems. Following the talk, attendees will have the opportunity to ask 
questions and meet  Dr. Tinker.

Sea Otter Awareness Week 
September 2017
https://www.seaotterweek.org/

https://www.seaotterweek.org/
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• September 27: Dr. Melissa Miller of CDFW’s Marine Wildlife Veterinary Care and 
Research will present a summary of mortality causes for sea otters. We will be 
partnering with the Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary’s Sanctuary 
Exploration Center in Santa Cruz for this event.

• September 27: Along with the Morro Bay State Park Museum of Natural History 
and Morro Bay National Estuary Program, we will be co-hosting Dr. Brent Hughes 
who will speak about sea otters and estuaries. 

• September 26: Moss Landing Marine Laboratories, Joe Tomoleoni, Recording sea 
otter behavior photographically. 

• September 28: Monterey Bay Aquarium, A history of sea otter research in 
California. The Monterey Bay Aquarium’s Sea Otter Program Manager, Michelle 
Staedler, will host an “all-star” panel from the pivotal 4 decades of sea otter 
research in California. Highlights will include unique, historic photos, videos, and 
displays, a video interview with Dr. James Estes, and a panel Q & A with the 
audience. 

• September 29: Todd McLeish, author of the new book Return of the Sea Otter, will 
be speaking at UC Santa Cruz’s new Coastal Science Campus about the plight of 
sea otters worldwide. See our Facebook event here: 
https://www.facebook.com/events/319015695505732/

• September 30: All day Sea Otter Awareness Week Photography Workshop with Joe 
Tomoleoni, Dr Nicole Thometz-Tomoleoni and Whisper Charters.

• Other promotions planned:
• Trivia Game
• Sea otter promotions with local businesses such as coffee shops and breweries.
• Promotional art prints from local artists Megan Gnekow and Patrizia Ingram

This Year’s Sea Otter Awareness Week
Central Coast Events! 

September 23-30th 2018: Bridging the Gaps

https://www.facebook.com/events/319015695505732/


Wildlife Disturbance Symposiums

Sea Otter Savvy works with the Seabird Protection Network and California 
State Parks to organize this symposium every fall since 2015.

The goal of the Symposium is to maximize the effectiveness of mitigating 
human-caused disturbance to coastal wildlife by fostering agreement upon 
common strategies and messaging, creating a forum for the sharing of new 

ideas, and supporting collaboration.

The next Wildlife Disturbance Symposium is scheduled for November 5, 2018 
at the Monterey Bay Aquarium. 
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Now more than ever, our wildlife need champions. 
In this fight, we are stronger together.
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Attendees of the 2017 Wildlife Disturbance:

• Aquarium of the Bay 

• Bay Nature

• Bureau of Land Management-California

• California Department of Fish and Wildlife

• California State Coastal Conservancy

• California State Parks

• Discovery Whale Watch 

• Elkhorn Slough Safari

• Fast Raft

• Friends of the Sea Otter 

• Heirs to Our Oceans

• LLC Monterey Bay Hydrobikes

• Monterey Bay Aquarium

• Monterey Bay Kayaks

• Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary

• Moss landing Marine Laboratories

• MPA Collaborative Network

• National Park Service 

• NOAA Fisheries West Coast 

• Oceans Unmanned

• Pacific Grove Museum of Natural History 

• Point Blue Conservation Science

• Save the Whales

• Seabird Protection Network

• SeaLife Stewards

• Surfrider Foundation 

• The Marine Mammal Center

• U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

• Whisper Charters

Wildlife Disturbance Symposiums



Moss Landing Limerick Signs - July 2018

Come find all three limerick signs located in North Harbor Moss Landing! 

These signs creatively teach Sea Otter Savvy wildlife viewing guidelines in 
limerick form. Three winning limericks from our Limerick contest during Sea 
Otter Awareness week 2016 made it onto the signs!

https://www.seaottersavvy.org/limerick-contest-see-your-rhyme-on-our-sign

https://www.seaottersavvy.org/limerick-contest-winners
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https://www.seaottersavvy.org/limerick-contest-see-your-rhyme-on-our-sign
https://www.seaottersavvy.org/limerick-contest-winners


Moss Landing: Protecting sea otters by using verse

One of the new signs in Moss Landing that use a limerick to warn kayakers not to get too close to sea otters.  
(provided photo)

By Dennis Taylor, Monterey Herald

POSTED: 07/27/18, 3:23 PM PDT | UPDATED: 1 WEEK, 3 DAYS AGO

Moss Landing >> Sometimes being cute and cuddly has its disadvantages.

In the case of Monterey Bay’s sea otters their cuteness can draw kayakers too close,  
which can harm the marine mammals’ eating and resting cycles. To counter the  
problem, federal, state and local nonprofits pulled together to launch a nationwide  
limerick contest to warn kayakers and boaters to stay a safe distance away from otters.

Winners were selected by a panel including representatives from the Monterey Bay  
Aquarium, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and California Department of Fish and  
Wildlife.

Lead by Moss Landing-based Sea Otter Savvy, the coalition wants to educate paddlers  
and boaters to avoid disturbing southern sea otters in the harbor and neighboring  
Elkhorn Slough. Three winners were chosen and their limericks will appear on signs in  
and around the harbor area. The first reminds kayakers and boaters to know and  
understand the dangers of paddling too close to otters.

“If you see sea otters at play

Please stay a safe distance away  

No matter the cuteness

http://www.montereyherald.com/environment-and-nature/20180727/moss-landing-protecting-sea-otters-by-using-verse#author1


Please practice astuteness

And don’t to the Jetty Beach stray.”

Each of the signs has matching cartoon by local artist Cecelia Azhderian of CFA  
Illustration.

“The signs are designed to reach private boaters who are unaware the dangers of  
interacting with – or disturbing – sea otters. We work closely with local kayak  
companies to promote responsible (kayakers) who may have little or no awareness  
about sea otters or other wildlife in the harbor and slough,” said Sea Otter Savvy  
founder Gena Bentall.

The marine biologist explained that otters are attracted to people and will sometimes  
approach kayaks to satisfy their curiosity. Some will even try to climb aboard kayaks.  
The problem with that is they are wild animals that can cause serious injury if a person  
is bitten.

“These are creatures who can crush clams with their jaws,” Bentall said. “But people get  
excited and want to get close.”

Southern sea otters are a protected species under the Endangered Species Act and  
Marine Mammal Protection Act, instrumental laws that protect imperiled species from  
disturbance and harm. The businesses that provide boat and kayak rentals are doing  
their part in educating boaters about how to abide by the law. The educational program  
is designed for those who bring their own boats or kayaks but might not fully  
understand otter behavior.

“Kayak and other rental facilities in Moss Landing are doing an excellent job of  
educating visitors who come through their shops, but people who bring their own  
equipment may not know the best way to enjoy Elkhorn Slough and its amazing wildlife  
without causing disturbance,” said Lilian Carswell, southern sea otter recovery and  
marine mammal recovery coordinator with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

The southern sea otter range runs roughly from Año Nuevo just north of Santa Cruz  
down to Point Conception near Santa Barbara.

The danger of boaters turning toward an eating or resting otter is that they will dive to  
get away from the approaching craft. That burns energy that otters can’t afford to lose.  
The result can be an under fed or even wasted otters. Bentall said collected data from  
tagged otters indicate that many are forced to dive up to 20 times per day because of  
boaters.

Otters can be seen in groups, called rafts, floating on their backs in kelp or eel grass.  
When they do this and are not eating they are at rest. The smallest of marine mammals,  
otters don’t carry the fat that whales and seals and other larger species do. All they have  
is their fur, which is an excellent insulator but to stay warm in the cold waters of Central  
California they have a very high metabolism that creates heat. As a result they must eat a  
lot of urchins, abalone, mussels, clams, crabs and snails.



“Without the fat, otters don’t store energy well,” Bentall said. “So there’s a metabolic  
cost when they are disturbed.”

It would seem that paddling toward otters would register with humans as ill-advised, yet  
they still do.

“I have a theory about that,” Bentall said. “I call it a screen mentality, where people see  
images on TVs, phones and computers so when they get out in the wild they believe they  
can approach otters.”

About 100 sea otters make their home in the Moss Landing Harbor and nearby Elkhorn  
Slough. And while the estimated 3,000 California otters are holding steady the last thing  
they need is human disturbance. Bentall related that back in the early 2000s Great  
White sharks caused less than a 20-percent mortality rate. But today that number has  
increased to between 50 and 60 percent. The irony is that Great Whites don’t eat otters.

“They bite but when they discover otters are just a bag of fur they stop,” Bentall said.  
“But by then it’s too late.”

With all these challenges otters face, humans seeing nothing but cute and cuddly does  
not fare well for the health of the specie.



Saturday, February 17, 2018

Moss Landing Harbor, Elkhorn Slough

Joe Tomoleoni, Eco Exposure Photography

Gena Bentall, Sea Otter Savvy

The theme throughout the first photography workshop was 
the endless possibilities to create beautiful photographs and 
have once in a lifetime experiences, all without disrupting the 
behavior of the wildlife we enjoyed. The Whisper Charter's 
Selkie ll, captained by Joonya, always kept a respectful 
distance to avoid disturbing the otters, harbors seals, and 
birds along the way. Shore-based photography was fun and 
productive as participants remained unnoticed by their 
subjects. Our Sea Otter Savvy Photography Workshop left no 
trace behind, and took nothing away but beautiful 
photographs and memories
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2018 Photography 
Workshop

https://www.ecoexposurephotography.com/


Morro Bay SCUBA awareness project
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• Sea Otter Savvy has joined forces with California State Parks, 
Seabird Protection Network-Pt. Sur to Pt. Mugu Chapter, and 
Morro Bay National Estuary Program to create informational 
panels for divers in Morro Bay at popular marine recreation 
access points at Target Rock and Coleman Beach.

• These educational panels will be going up soon! 
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Please follow Sea Otter Savvy on social media @SeaOtterSavvy
https://www.seaottersavvy.org/

Together we can create a “sea otter savvy” community 
promoting responsible wildlife viewing, awareness of the 

effect our behavior can have on sea otters and other 
wildlife, and a safer, healthier coastal environment for all 

of us, otter and human alike.

https://www.seaottersavvy.org/

