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Study on a recolonizing population of sea otters (Enhydra lutris) in eastern Hokkaido:

feeding habits and the effects of a major environmental disturbance upon them.
Study on a recolonizing population of sea otters (Enhydra lutris) in eastern Hokkaido: feeding habits and the
effects of a major environmental disturbance upon them.

Sea otters (Enhydra lutris) are keystone species throughout most of their range on the west coasts of North

America and the East coast of Russia. Absent from Japan for the past 100 years due to extirpation because of the
fur trade, they have been slowly recolonizing the easternmost reaches of Hokkaido over the last few decades. As
opportunists, they have been observed consuming a wide variety of different benthic prey items and display an

2025 10 16 ability to adjust their diets in response to prey availability changes. We had the unique opportunity of tracking
_— how a major red tide algal bloom event off the coast of Eastern Hokkaido in October 2021 impacted sea otter
diets and foraging behaviors. Preliminary observations of the region overall showed that several benthic
organisms that are both economic drivers of the fisheries industry, as well as part of sea otter diets, experienced

die-offs. Most prominently, sea urchins experienced major decreases in population following the red tide. We
found this was true for our field site (a set of two islands to the south of the Nemuro Peninsula) during our
research. To estimate benthic populations of potential sea otter prey items, we conducted SCUBA surveys and
collected and categorized benthic organisms in September of 2020, 2022, and 2023. We conducted focal
observational surveys during the summers of 2020-2023 to determine sea otter foraging habits. As a result, we
found that the percentage of sea otter diets comprised of sea urchins declined to nearly zero in 2022. However, a
fast rebound in the dietary percentage, along with the preference for this population of otters to favor bivalves,
indicated that the effects of the red tide on dietary composition were highly temporary and that these sea otters
were resilient to this environmental disturbance. Other foraging behaviors, such as dive depth and duration,
appeared to experience more long-lasting changes, however.
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Sea otter grooming itself during the sunset

Guess What !

Eastern Hokkaido offered me a unique
opportunity to try some of the freshest and most
delicious seafood in all of Japan. Of particular
note were the massive oysters in Akkeshi and
the delicious tuna cheek at the sushi restaurant
Kazeguruma (also in Akkeshi). | also got to visit
several farms and meet many friendly local
animals, such as ponies.
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