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Mink

There have been only 3 reported transplants or, more properly, “stockings,” of mink (Neovison 
vison) in Alaska. 

After several unsuccessful attempts to purchase live-caught, wild mink from the Cordova area, 
officials of the Alaska Game Commission and U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service agreed that 
mink reared on fur farms should be used in their transplants. As a result, 24 mink (16 females 
and 8 males) from the Petersburg Fur Experiment Farm were released 20 December 1951, 
on Montague Island in Prince William Sound (Nelson 1951a). This introduction resulted in 
harvestable mink populations. Harvest data for mink are not collected. However, as with other 
areas in Prince William Sound, low pelt prices during the 1980s and the isolation of Montague 
may have kept harvests low and allowed mink numbers to increase. However, this increase 
may have been slowed or reversed in 1989 because of mortality caused by the Exxon Valdez 
oil spill (Crowley 2007). 

Mink from the Petersburg Fur Experiment Farm were also used in a transplant to Karluk 
lake on Kodiak Island. On 28 October 1952, 16 females and 8 males were released at this 
site (Nelson 1952b). Mink sign was seen around Karluk lake for 2 or 3 years following this 
transplant, but it now appears that this attempt failed. 

In 1956, 10 mink (6 females and 4 males) from the Experiment Farm were released on Strait 
Island in Southeast Alaska (Nelson 1957). Strait Island is fairly isolated and seldom visited, 
much less trapped. The status of mink on the island was unknown in 2008 (R. lowell, ADF&G 
Area Wildlife Biologist—Petersburg, personal communication, 2008). As mink are ubiquitous 
in Southeast Alaska any mink on Strait Island may also have arrived naturally, so it would be 
difficult to determine if the transplant was a success.  

sea otter

In the 1950s and 1960s many attempts were made to reestablish sea otters (Enhydra lutris) 
on their former ranges in Alaska and elsewhere. A vast amount of effort was expended in 
developing techniques and moving otters from well-established populations in the Aleutian 
Islands to habitats formerly occupied by this species. Initial efforts in the mid 1950s by 
personnel of the u. S. Fish and Wildlife Service resulted in the introduction of 26 sea otters from 
Amchitka Island to St. Paul and Otter Islands in the Pribilof Island group and the movement of 
5 Amchitka otters to Attu Island (Kenyon and Spencer 1960). The Pribilof transplant seemed 
initially to be a success. 

A 1968 release of 57 otters by ADF&G in the Pribilof Islands augmented the 26 that were 
released in the 1950s. Neither Pribilof transplant appears to have succeeded. Otters were 
reported very rare in the Pribilofs in the early 1990s (uSFWS 1994). By 2008 there was no 
resident breeding population of otters in the Pribilofs (Angela Doroff, uSFWS Marine Mammal 
Biologist, personal communication, 2008).
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After statehood, ADF&G undertook extensive sea otter transplants in cooperation with the 
Atomic Energy Commission (AEC). At the time, the AEC was planning a series of underground 
nuclear tests at Amchitka Island in the Aleutians, to be conducted during 1965, 1969, and 
1971. Staff of the u.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and ADF&G convinced the AEC that funding 
removal of sea otters from harm’s way in the proposed blast area and transplanting them 
to some of their former ranges would be a worthy project (Jerold Deppa, former ADF&G 
wildlife biologist—Ketchican, personal communication, 2008). Although not formally stated 
as such, the transplant was a de facto mitigation measure for the nuclear tests. An unknown 
but significant number of otters and other animals died as a result of the tests. Otters from 
Amchitka were transplanted to Southeast Alaska during 1965–1969 and to Canadian and u.S. 
coastal waters farther south in subsequent years (Table 2). 

Improvements were made in capture techniques and better systems were developed for holding 
animals on Amchitka Island and transplanting animals with aircraft. Transplants in 1966 
resulted in the movement of 10 otters to Yakutat Bay and 20 otters to Khaz Bay near Sitka 
(Schneider 1973). The 1966 Yakutat Bay transplant grew substantially over time, particularly 
in the late 1990s and early 2000s, to an estimated 1,500 in 2005 (Gill and Burn 2007). 

Jerry Deppa, a former game biologist for ADF&G in Ketchikan, coordinated release of the 
sea otters in Southeast Alaska in 1968 and 1969 and described the operation. Sea otters were 
captured with gill nets deployed among kelp beds in Amchitka waters. Once captured, the 
animals were held in large plywood holding tanks on the island. Pumps circulated sea water 
through the tanks. For transport, individual bathtub-like kennels were fashioned from galvanized 
steel approximately 18 inches wide by 36 inches long by 8 inches deep, with hinged, perforated, 
angle-iron tops covered by netting. The kennels were designed to be stackable and to fit through 
the rear door of a Grumman Goose amphibious aircraft. They could also hold several inches of 
water to keep the otter inside more comfortable (J. Deppa, personal communication, 2008). 

No chemical sedation of animals was used throughout the project. An unknown number of 
otters drowned after becoming entangled in nets during the capture phase of the transplants (J. 
Deppa, personal communication, 2008).

Otters were flown from Amchitka 60 at a time in C-130 Hercules transport planes to Annette 
Island, Sitka, or Gustavus airports in Southeast Alaska. upon arrival, 30 otter kennels were 
loaded–10 per plane–into 3 waiting Grumman Goose aircraft, which had had their seats 
removed, and were flown to the release sites. Once the planes landed on the water, the otters 
were set free one-at-a-time through the plane door by opening the hinged kennel top and letting 
the animals slide out. While the first load of 30 was deployed, volunteers at the airport dowsed 
with sea water the second group of 30 that were awaiting their turn. The water seemed to 
reassure and calm any distressed otters (J. Deppa, personal communication, 2008). Despite 
the considerable cleanup that planes required after otter flights, Alaska Airlines, Webber Air 
in Ketchikan, and the u.S. Fish and Wildlife Service all made their Grumman Goose aircraft 
available at short notice throughout the summer for the transplants.

In Sitka, a submerged, floating, chicken-wire pen secured to a private dock was used as a holding 
pen for otters that arrived in suspect physical condition. Three or 4 sea otters were held there and fed 
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crab for a couple of weeks. One otter died of suspected respiratory problems. The  others recovered 
and were released at Biorka Island near Sitka (J. Deppa, personal communication, 2008).

During the summer of 1968, a plane load of otters left Amchitka for Southeast Alaska about 
once every 2 weeks. The operations resulted in the introduction of approximately 300 sea 
otters to former ranges in Southeast Alaska (Table 2). Khaz Bay on the west coast of Chichagof 
Island received the most transplanted sea otters. In 1969 an additional shipment of 58 otters 
was released at Khaz Bay, bringing its total of transplanted animals to 194.  

With the transplant of 403 sea otters between 1965 and 1969 to 7 sites in Southeast Alaska, 
otters became reestablished in that region. The population grew at an estimated rate of 20% 
a year into the 1990s as it spread along the archipelago. Surveys in 2002 and 2003 estimated 
7,500 sea otters in Southeast Alaska (Bodkin and Esslinger 2008). The population appeared 
in the early 2000s to have limited its range expansion to outside coast waters and not to have 
moved into inner, protected waters of the archipelago (uSFWS 2008). Although the overall 
population seemed no longer to be increasing, some redistribution of the population was 
occurring. For instance, numbers of otters in Glacier Bay were increasing due to substantial 
immigration of otters during the most recent decade (uSFWS 2008).

Also in 1969, efforts were extended to repopulate former sea otter ranges south of Alaska 
(Schneider 1973). That year British Columbia received 29 otters which were introduced into 
coastal waters near Vancouver Island. At the same time Washington State accepted a shipment 
of 29 otters to be transplanted into coastal waters off the Olympic Peninsula. unfortunately, 13 
of these 29 sea otters died shortly after being transplanted, apparently as a result of shock. 

Efforts to expand sea otter populations outside Alaska continued in 1970 with British Columbia, 
Washington and Oregon receiving 14, 30, and 29 animals, respectively. Oregon was the recipient 
of an additional 63 sea otters in 1971 and British Columbia received 46 more animals in 1972. 
The 60 otters for the 1970 and 1972 transplants to British Columbia were captured in Prince 
William Sound near Montague and Green Islands. All otters for Washington and Oregon and 
the 29 otters transported to British Columbia in 1969 were taken near Amchitka Island. 

Two of these reintroduction programs were successful. The Oregon effort failed when all 93 
animals died within a few years of the transplant. In Washington the transplant was a success. Sea 
otters in Washington waters inhabit the northwest coast of the Olympic Peninsula and the western 
part of the Strait of Juan de Fuca. The estimated number of animals was about 750 in 2004 
(lance et al. 2004). The British Columbia population had an estimated growth rate of 18.5% a 
year from 1977 to 1995, similar to the introduced population in Southeast Alaska. After 1995, the 
rate of increase slowed somewhat. A 2004 estimate of the population was 3,185 otters in British 
Columbia waters, mostly along the coast of Vancouver Island (Nichol et al. 2005).

Sea otter reintroductions have been controversial with some fishermen because shellfish numbers – 
crabs, clams, and abalone – have declined following the return of sea otters. On the other hand, sea 
otters have also reduced sea urchin populations, allowing kelp beds to become reestablished in North 
Pacific coast waters. Healthy kelp forests typically are evidence of greater biological diversity in the 
marine coast ecosystem.


