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Background 

The Southwest Alaska Inventory and Monitoring Network (SWAN) applied for a Letter of 
Authorization permit to conduct marine bird and mammal multi-species nearshore surveys along 
the coastlines of Katmai National Park and Preserve (KATM), Kenai Fjords National Park 
(KEFJ) and in Kachemak Bay (KBAY) in support of long-term monitoring programs in these 
regions. Occasional minimal disturbance of Steller sea lions and harbor seals may occur during 
surveys. Sea lion and harbor seal habitat coincides with surveyed nearshore transects. We 
expected that the disturbance to these marine mammals will be minimal and limited to Level B 
harassment and will not result in serious injury or death. We also hope to foster further 
collaborations with NOAA and share monitoring data in the future.   

Summary 

SWAN Standardized surveys of marine birds are conducted in between late June and early July 
and are generally conducted from small vessels (5-8 m length) traveling at speeds of 8-12 knots 
along randomly selected sections of coastline that represent independent transects. The survey 
design consists of a series of transects along shorelines such that a minimum of 20% of a 
shoreline is surveyed within a region (Figures 1-3). Transects are systematically selected 
beginning at a random starting point from the pool of contiguous 2.5-5 km transects that are 
adjacent to the mainland or islands. The transect width is 200 – 300 m, depending on the 
elevation of the observer platform, and the survey boat represents the midpoint. Transects are 
surveyed by a team of three. The boat operator generally surveys the 100 - 150 m offshore area 
of the transect, while a second observer surveys the 100 - 150 m nearshore area. The third team 
member enters the observations into a laptop running program dLOG, specifically designed for 
this type of surveying, and the third team member can assist with observations when needed. All 
marine birds and mammals within the 200 - 300 m transect swath are identified and counted.  

Disturbance to hauled out marine mammals is minimized by following survey protocols and 
ensuring: 

1. The survey vessels maintain a distance of 100 to 150 m from the shoreline at all times.    

2. If we observe harbor seals and Steller sea lions hauled out, we minimize potential disturbance 
during survey activities by: 

a) Maintaining survey speed and distance from the haulout (100 to 150 m) 

b) Attempt to conduct survey (counts) of observed animals from a distance > 150m, if 
conditions allow 

 



 

Figure 1. SWAN transects (red) along the KATM coast 



 

Figure 2. SWAN transects (red) along the KEFJ coast. The single transect highlighted in blue is 
in close proximity to a Steller sea lion rookery. This transect has not been surveyed since the 
design was implemented because of the proximity to critical rookery habitat. 
 
 



 

Figure 3. SWAN start and end point (red) along in Kachemak Bay. No known Steller sea lion 
haulouts or rookeries exist in this area.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Results 
In 2019, a total of 49 harbor seals were counted in KBAY. In KATM, a total of 72 harbor seals 
and 8 Steller sea lions were observed while in KEFJ, 199 harbor seals and 231 Steller sea lions 
were observed on transect (Table 1). Because of our defined protocols, disturbance to hauled out 
marine mammals is minimized and unlikely. No recordings of disturbance were made.  

Table 1. Total counts and density estimates for KBAY, KATM and KEFJ, 2019.  

Region Year Species Total Count Density (#/km2) 

KBAY 2019 Harbor Seal 49 5.4 (SE=3.33) 

KBAY 2019 Steller Sea Lion 0 . 

KATM 2019 Harbor Seal 72 2.14 (SE=0.80) 

KATM 2019 Steller Sea Lion 8 0.24 (SE=0.14) 

KEFJ 2019 Harbor Seal 199 5.35 (SE=1.17) 

KEFJ 2019 Steller Sea Lion 231 7.81 (SE=5.87) 

 


