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Hungry in California, pinnipeds
find food along the Columbia

By EDWARD STRATTON
The Daily Astorian

ASTORIA — Humans,
sea lions and seals alike are
sharing in the bounty of the
Columbia River.

Flying over the Desdemo-
na Sands during a telemetry
survey, the Washington De-
partment of Fish and Wild-
life caught a photo of what
looked like fish washed up at
low tide. But it was actually
more than 6,400 regionally
based harbor seals.

It’s not unusual, WDFW
biologist Steve Jeffries said,
to see 4,000 to 5,000 of them
hauled out on Desdemona,
between the Astoria Bridge
and Hammond in the Colum-
bia River, a fraction of the
15,000 regional population
from Netarts north to Grays
River, Washington.

“They’ve been moving
seasonally into the Columbia
River in response to smelt
runs forever,” he said.

During a Feb. 11 aerial
survey, WDFW also count-
ed more than 1,200 Califor-
nia sea lions at the East End
Mooring Basin, along with
nearly 600 Steller and Cali-
fornia sea lions on the South
Jetty. On Friday, spokes-
woman Jessica Sall of the
Oregon Department of Fish
and Wildlife said, her agency
counted 2,340 California sea
lions at the East End Moor-
ing Basin.

Increasing numbers of
pinnipeds, driven by star-
vation in California to the
healthy smelt and salmon
runs in the Columbia River,
have put a strain on the Port
of Astoria’s infrastructure
and created enmity between
fishers, conservationists and
fishery agencies.

In 2010, Pacific smelt,
known as eulachon, were
marked threatened under the
federal Endangered Species
Act. The past two years have
marked the first time since
the designation that they’ve
been allowed for commer-
cial and recreational harvest.
Fisheries managers estimat-
ed 200 million smelt return-
ing to the Columbia in 2014
and a similarly strong run
this year.

And sea lions reserved
their spot at the dinner table.

Their seats are largely at
the Port’s East End Mooring
Basin, which has two docks
for boats, and two unoffi-
cially for sea lions, that also

surrounding the marina.
Fisheries agencies counted
1,256 California sea lions
there Feb. 11; 1,649 Feb. 20;
1,211 March 2; and 2,340 on
Friday, which Sall said was
an all-time high.

“I think that will be telling
once the smelt run is done,
how many sea lions leave,”
Sall said. “They’re already
tapering off.”

But even when the smelt
are gone, an estimated
312,600 adult spring chi-
nook salmon are expected
to provide a continuing food
source.

A National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration
report in October showed a
decrease in chinook salmon
survival from 90 percent in
2010 to 55 percent in 2014.
It compared the decrease in
survival with a more than
670 percent increase in sea
lion populations counted by
ODFW in Astoria between
March 15 and May 15 over
the same years.

Amid the issues of sea lion
predation, the Port has main-
tained it only wants to keep
sea lions from damaging its
docks, estimating more than
$100,000 in damage to utili-
ties and the docks themselves
from sea lions.

It has removed docks, dis-
connected utilities from the
two that the sea lions inhabit
and strung brightly colored
surveying tape, which has
effectively dissuaded the an-
imals from jumping onto the
two docks with boats still
tied to them.

“There’s a public health
issue,” said Permit and Proj-
ect Manager Robert Evert
about fecal coliform in the
water and the mounds of fe-
ces with the ringworm fun-
gus that Port staff clean up
off docks.

The Port has looked into
galvanized steel railings —
for years now — to keep
sea lions from jumping up
on docks. There is 5,000
feet to cover on the Port’s
three docks at the basin,
Operations Manager Matt
McGrath said at a March 17
Port Commission meeting.
The railings have worked in
San Diego, but would cost
$50,000. Evert added the
Port will be meeting with
Smith-Root Fisheries Tech-
nology next week, which
creates a low-voltage matting
for docks that is uncomfort-
able for sea lions.
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Sea lions and seals rest on the docks of the East Mooring Basin Tuesday. During a survey Feb. 11 it was estimated
that more than 1,200 California sea lions were in the East Mooring Basin. By March 20, the count was more than

2,300.

Lion Defense Brigade has
kept a regular presence at the
basin, monitoring ODFW’s
trapping and branding and
reporting on its Facebook
page. Members snap photos
of visitors who drop by to see
sea lions and regularly attend
Port meetings to testify on
behalf of pinnipeds.

“I want to talk about shar-
ing on the second biggest
river in North America,”
Ninette Jones, brigade mem-

sion March 17, after being
told she couldn’t comment a
second time on sea lions.
Brigade members see sea
lions as a scapegoat for larger
issues, such as pollution, cli-
mate change, overfishing and
thousands of miles of blocked
fish  passages. They’ve
claimed that Sea Shepherd
Conservation Society once
offered to pay for a sea lion
haul-out, although the Port
has previously denied being
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Sea lions and seals rest on the docks of the East Mooring Basin Tuesday in Astoria.

of whether they’re hauling
out on Port docks or their
own haul-out, Evert said, let-
ting them on docks is akin to
domesticating a wild animal.

The Port started shutting
down the causeway to the
East End Mooring Basin
when ODFW is trapping and
branding sea lions to track
them, a practice authorized
in 2012 by NOAA and not
as deadly as the euthaniza-
tions at Bonneville Dam, but

Sea lion survey

The Washington Dept. of Fish
and Wildlife is conducting
surveys of pinnipeds along
the lower Columbia River.
California sea lions observed
since Feb. 11;

2,340

(East Mooring
Basin, Astoria)

1,649

Source: Wash. Dept.
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Feb. 11 Feb.20 Mar.2 Mar. 20
EQ Media Group graphic

Tensions over the practice
came to a near boiling point
Feb. 18, according to ODFW.

Sall said a visitor to the
basin had been approached
by a branding protester. The
visitor then approached and
harassed the ODFW employ-
ee, she said, before threat-
ening to grab a shotgun and
shoot her. Sall said ODFW
reported the incident to the
Oregon State Police, which
couldn’t be reached for com-
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CLOSED FOR SEASON

Anthony Lakes
North Powder, Ore.
New snow: Excellent
mid-week snowfall
Base depth: 45”
Conditions: Good
spring skiing condi-
tions. Last day April 5.

Ski Bluewood
Dayton, Wash.
CLOSED FOR SEASON

Ski Fergi
Joseph, Ore.
CLOSED FOR SEASON

Mt. Hood Meadows
Government Camp, Ore.
New snow: Some fresh
mid-week snow

Base depth: 28”
Conditions: Wet-
packed, groomed.

RENO, Nev. (AP) —

An unprecedented attempt
to protect sage grouse
habitat across parts of more
than 900 square miles of
privately owned land in
Nevada will begin under

a deal Thursday involving
the federal government, an
environmental group and the
world’s largest gold mining
company.

The agreement comes as
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service approaches a fall
deadline for a decision
on whether to protect the
greater sage grouse, a bird
roughly the size of a chicken
that ranges across the West,
under the Endangered
Species Act.

Commercial operations,
including mining companies
and oil and gas producers,

The deal involves
Barrick Gold Corp., The
Nature Conservancy
and the U.S. Interior
Department’s Bureau of
Land Management and Fish
and Wildlife Service. It
establishes a “conservation
bank,” providing the mining
firm credit for enhancing
critical habitat, in exchange
for flexibility in future
operations. It aims to
preserve and restore more
habitat than is lost through
development while at the
same time providing Barrick
with more certainty as it
maps out new mining plans.

“This is the kind
of creative, voluntary
partnership that we need
to help conserve the
greater sage grouse, while
sustaining important

conservation,” said Michael
Brown, executive director of
Barrick’s U.S. operations.

Similar efforts already are
underway on a much smaller
scale involving ranching
operations in Oregon and
Wyoming.

Wallowa-Whitman
forest takes break
from road closures

ONTARIO (AP) —
The U.S. Forest Service is
taking a break from tough
decisions over closing roads
and trails on the Wallowa-
Whitman National Forest in
northeastern Oregon while it
focuses on broader issues.

The Argus Observer
reports Regional Forester
Jim Pena has directed his
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finishing a 20-year revision
of planning documents.
National forests around
the country have faced
strong pushback from
the public over decisions
to close roads and trails,
whether for lack of money
to maintain them, to prevent
erosion or to protect wildlife.
The Wallowa-Whitman
is on its fourth forest
supervisor since the roads
controversy erupted three
years ago.

Farmer-lawmaker
who pushed
Oregon’s land-use
laws dies at 86

ALBANY (AP)—A
farmer prominent in the
legislative struggle for

He was a dairy farmer
from Oakville, southwest
of Albany, who had been
a B-17 navigator in World
War II.

He served a term in the
state Senate and wrote what
was known as Senate Bill
100.

It set up a system of
planning and regulation
aimed at preserving prime
farm and timber land from
urban development.

He was criticized by
farmers who didn’t like
restrictions on the way they
developed their land.

Running for re-election in
1974 as a Republican after
the Watergate scandal, he
was defeated.

He went back to farming
and also served on the state’s
land-use commission.
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