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E WAVE LONG DESIGNATED THE CALEFORNIA

“sed otter 3 kevstone predaton” meaning whar the animal
eats has alange impact on e emvironment. The orrers de-
vomsr extraordinary amounts of sea urchins thar otherwise
wetinbd gobible up che kelp chars grovws in profusion off che
state’s concral cosst, and Kelp foscses, i poen, ane home o
res:kilish, perch and many ovher fish, as well us inverndaranes
galore, including crabs. barnacles and worms.

N:w research bRTm: Tinker, a biologist with the L15%
Geological Surveyin ‘Hrﬁ‘.ﬂ"ﬂlfﬁhl’mnm Shoms ehar sea
LEbErS i naot mﬂ}'wnm bt highly specinlized carers,
argmmnﬁ.dmm' L0 groups that zeo in on different
~prev Thefindings may help sciencists betrer underseand
ﬂ-']'.l_:r the sea oeter comeback, nevera resounchng success,
o fiprpears (o b SpULTERing,

Mmtmﬂthﬂmﬂﬂhmmn hirve v Edulber 1o

imsulate them, sorthey must consime 25 percent [o 35 percent
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oof the zoth century An international creaty
banmied otter and fur scal hanting in g Cal-
iformians believed thar orters had disappeared

sighted a group of onky abour 5o animals

Since then, the Califor pula-
tion has grown sbowly, i - 3700
in 2orc, Hesearchers are concermed the e
bound has lagged behind thar of nomhern
orters which number in the tens of thooands 1:-&_"3:".1:.]|i.1|r||_'.'_-
o, Britesh Colwmbia and Alaska,

e California oeter’s faihare to rwoant a serong
comehack may be ted wo pathogens and pollorants in coastal
waters, By capturing otters and cucticting them with depth
recnnders and nudio transomtrers, Tinker and his co-workers
hanve fonnd chey formwhar e calls“dictary puilds. ™ Deepedie-
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ing otters cat mosthy abalone, vrching and
I'.'n;ngum.-ss crabs. Orters diving to medium
diepths — say up to go feet— forage for clams,
worrms ancd smaller shellfish, Seill others —the
junk food caters— stay in shallow warers, fll-
ing their pouches wath hlack snails. Mothers
pass these preferences on oo their pups, in-
chucting them o their respecrive guilds,
Moseover, animals earing mastly snai
the more developed Monterey Bay were moce
others to contract the parasite Toxoplesma gomdrd.

e

Researchers don't koo hiow otters encaunter the |:r;1r|:I'.'~i.'[ =9
baet 18" found inocat :rr_'i'.'l.':1_..:'1nd I:|:'|l.‘}' :EF".‘EI.:Il'a.'B.' it conbd wind
up in the ocean when cat litter is Aushed down the toilet os
when roin washes feral or domescic car waste into storm
drains and the bay In contrast, otters that consumed mosi-

Saldom straying more than a few miles from their feeding grounds, Calfornia 4 otters sven tleep and braed in the water
(akove loft: a male purtues o female holding a pup). Studles of the animal’s behavior (above) might help explain why the otter
population (Rop: near o poser plant i Mortersy Bay's Mol Landing Harbor) has increassd et than scientists expecied.

Iy clams and worms were more likely to be infected with Sar
oorytts Rearamd; the source of this parasiee in the otens en-
vircmment i5 alsa not known, but it's found in opossum feces
andl could possibly be washed into the bay by eonwarer, Che-
ters may have little natural immunity to these terreseorial
pathogens, which can kill them outright or impair their abal-
ity to wiIm, p-l:_m::lhl}' |-E:|.'|-'i|1£ them more valnerable oo sharks,
“We absolutely think those parasites are getting into the
occan in much greater mambers due to the way we modify
JESS RIGHTHAND i ¢ Washingron Post eadfrestal wide. Cher
My rore fone featured SUZI ESZTERHAS' wniinbeen photopraphs

the landscape,” savs Tinker. "All the bacteria and viruses that
we're producing within a couple miles of the oceans are
being washed directly inoo that near-shore area, and we
think sea otters are bearng the hront of that.”

In that sense, the California sea otter is not just a key-
stome of the marine environment bue also an indicacor, If
otters are healthy, the ocean probably is, too. When the
et fer P-n]'.lul.al::'nn I '|.+r|.:|.g-_g]i.r.|g, th{: T .5]1::[13 walers th(::r'
inhabit may be in trouble. *In verms of sea otiers, you are
what you eat,” says David Jessup, 8 veterinarian ag the Ma-
rine Wildlife Vererinary Care and Besearch Center in Santa
Cruz. “As least here in California,” Q
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