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sea lions sampled in SEA were identified as weaned using vibrissae 
stable isotopes, compared to 62% of yearlings sampled in PWS and 
67% of yearlings sampled in AI. A subset of these an4nals were 
behaviorally observed to be nursing at capture (n=129). All animals 
observed as nursing in PWS, GOA, and AI also showed no isotopic 
evidence of weaning in the vibrissae. However, 10 yearling sea lions 
observed nursing in SEA were categorized as weaned using vibrissae 
stable isotopes suggesting that these animals were supplementing 
their independent foraging with continued nursing for nutritional or 
behavioral reasons. 
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Weaning age is an important metric of population dynamics relative 
to prey availability. Previous estimates of weaning age in Steller sea 
lions were based on infrequent behavioral observation. In this study, 
vibrissae (whiskers) were collected from 352 free-ranging Steller sea 
lions in Southeast Alaska (SEA; eDPS, n=l28), Prince William 
Sound (PWS; wDPS, n=124), Gulf of Alaska (GOA; wDPS, n=33) 
and the Aleutian Islands (AI; wDPS, n=67) between 1998 and 2009 to 
determine the proportion of animals weaned in each region. Stable 
isotopes of carbon and nitrogen were measured in segments sectioned 
along the length of each vibrissae from the tip (tissue grown in utero) 
to the root (most recently grown tissue) to provide a timeline of 
changes in the trophic level of the ingested diet of the young of the 
year or juvenile sea lion. Sea lions were categorized as weaned if 
there were indications of decreased trophic level of the diet through 
assessment of both the carbon and nitrogen isotope ratios near the 
root end of the vibrissae compared to early nursing isotopic ratios. 
Only "1 sell lion pup was found to be weaned in each of PWS and 
GOA during the frrst year of life. During their second year, 41% of 

246 

mailto:Lorrie.Rea@Alaska.gov


19TH BIENNIAL 

CONFERENC·E 


THE BIOLOGY 

OF MARINE MAMMALS 

TAMPA, FLORIDA 

NOVEMBER 27 - DECEMBER 2, 20 I I 


HOSTED BY 

National Marine Fisheries Service 

Southeast Regional Office 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric 


Administration 

St. Petersburg, Florida 


SOCIETY FOR MARINE MAMMALOGY 

Randall Wells - President 

Helene Marsh - President-elect 

Heather Koopman - Secretary 

Jim Harvey - Treasurer 


· Emer Rogan - Member-at-large 
Simon Goldsworthy - Member-at-large 
Inez Campbell - Student member-at-large 

CONFERENCE COMMITTEE 

Laura Engleby - Co-chair 
Vicki Cornish - Co-chair 
Cheryl Bonnes - Assistant to the Co-chairs 
Stacey Horstman - Logistics, foreign travel 
Lt. Gregory Schweitzer - Registration 
Inez Campbell - Student liaison 
Joel Ortega-Ortiz - Workshops 
Michael Scott - Posters 
Kristy Long - Green committee 
Nick Lunn -Awards 
Nicole Adimey - Field trips 
Jessica Powell- Events 
Erin Fougeres- Events 

SCIENTIFIC PROGRAM 
COMMITTEE 

Tara Cox - Chair 
Katherine Doyle - Assistant to the Chair 
Mary C. Curran 
Ari Ft;iedlaender 
Heather Koopman 
Charles Littnan 
Eric Montie 
Katie Moore 
Paul Nachtigall 
Joel Ortega-Ortiz 
Ester Quintana-Rizzo 
EmerRogan 
Patricia Rosel 
Lori Schwacke 
Liz Slooten 
Brandon Southall 
Mason Weinrich 

CONSULTANTS 

Michel Fougeres- Website design 
Stephanie Morrison - Logo design 
Kim Schauwecker - Experient 
Allison Garrett- Media 


	Delayed age at weaning in Southeast Alaska Steller sea lions determined using stable isotopes of carbon and nitrogen



