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January 8, 2019 
 
 

MEMORANDUM 
 
TO: Fish and Wildlife Committee members 
 
FROM: Tony Grover 
 
SUBJECT: Committee presentation on request that Bonneville fund acquisition 

of a floating platform for managing large pinnipeds, out of identified 
cost savings funds. 

 
 
BACKGROUND: 
 
Presenter: Steve Jeffries, WDFW and Kessina Lee, Southwest Regional Director 

WDFW 
 
Summary: With passage of S. 3119, The Endangered Salmon Predation Prevention 

Act, WDFW, ODFW, IDFG and CRITFC agree that securing equipment to 
safely handle large Steller sea lions is a priority. This request is for funds 
not to exceed $52,000 to obtain a fully equipped barge large enough to 
safely handle these large sea lions, and to put it into service later in 
calendar year 2019. The barge will have to be constructed for this 
purpose. Staff recommends that cost-savings fund be used for this 
purpose. 

 
Relevance: Responds to the Council’s emerging priority 3, expanded management of 

predators, as identified in the 2014 Columbia River Fish and Wildlife 
Program. 

 
Background: NOAA Fisheries research conducted since 2010 between Astoria and 

Bonneville Dam has identified an “unexplained mortality” of the fish that 
varies from year to year but has not been lower than 11 percent of the run 

http://www.nwcouncil.org/


(in 2010), which translated to 34,688 fish in that year. In 2017, the 
unexplained mortality was estimated at 24 percent, which given the below-
average run size, translated to 24,242 fish. The highest mortality as a 
percentage of the run was in 2014, when an estimated 104,333 fish, or 43 
percent of the Upper Columbia spring Chinook run entering the river that 
year (242,635 fish), were lost between Astoria and the dam to the 
unexplained mortality, which the chief researcher, Dr. Michelle Wargo-
Rub, said can be attributed to sea lions. 

 
Every year since 2002, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has observed 
sea lions killing salmon, sturgeon, and lamprey in the area immediately 
downstream of Bonneville Dam between the first of January and the end 
of March, the time period when the largest number of sea lions are 
present and adult spring Chinook are migrating upriver. In 2017, the Corps 
estimated that sea lions consumed between 4,759 and 5,227 salmonids 
(salmon and steelhead) at that location. During that period, NOAA 
researcher Dr. Wargo-Rub estimated that 24,242 salmonids were 
consumed by sea lions, about 6,000 of them within four miles of the dam, 
which is farther downriver than the Corps observers are able to see from 
their positions around the dam.  
 
Additionally, the ISAB cited predation by sea lions in the lower Columbia 
River as one of the threats that may be contributing to the continuing low 
numbers of Chinook. “The continuing temporal increase in pinniped [sea 
lion] numbers [in the lower Columbia] may be an important factor limiting 
Upper Columbia spring Chinook abundance,” the ISAB reported.  
 
Over the last decade or so, more and more of the marine mammals have 
crowded into the Columbia River estuary, where in 2018 they numbered 
an estimated 4,000 animals, most of them California sea lions. The others 
are Steller sea lions. That’s up from a few hundred, at most, 10-15 years 
ago. 

 
More Info:  See attached letter and cost estimate from WDFW regional director, 

Kessina Lee.  
 

 
 
 

 



CAPITAL EQUIPMENT REQUEST--STELLER SEA LION HANDLING

Sea lion barge, 10x32 1 $29,727

SSL transfer cages 3 $18,525

$48,252

Cameras 1 $801

Remote access 3 $60

TrapSmart system 3 $1,200

Safety gear (steeltoe boots, PFD, hardhat, gloves) 2 $800

$2,861

PSMFC Indirect @ 13.00% $372

$51,485









• Revisions to the Marine Mammal Protection Act
• Steller Sea lion Population status
• Steller Sea Lions at Bonneville Dam

• Management to date
• Impacts to listed salmonids 
• Future Management

• Equipment needs for SSL handling
• Cost breakdown
• Next steps



Steller Sea lion distribution



Steller sea lions
(eastern stock)

Washington: ~2500 animals
Oregon: ~9600 animals
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Big SSL



CSL transfer cage

Big SSL



CSL Transfer Cage
Big SSL

Barge

SSL Transfer Cage



SSL Squeeze in BC



1600 lb “Elvis”
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