
California sea otter
ADULT SIZE: Male California sea otters are about 122 cm (4 ft.) long and weigh approximately 29 kg 
(64 lb.). Females are about 120 cm (3.9 ft.) long and weigh about 20 kg (44 lb.).

PUP SIZE:  Sea otter pups weigh about 1.4 to 2.3 kg (3-5 lb.) at birth.

DISTRIBUTION: Sea otters inhabit some of the coastal regions in the eastern North Pacific. California sea
otters are found off the coast of central California from Half Moon Bay to Point Conception. They live in
or near kelpbeds and rarely come onshore.

POPULATION: The California population is less than 2,800 sea otters.

FOOD: Sea otters prey on more than 50 kinds of animals including sea urchins, crabs, sea stars, abalone,
clams, mussels, octopus, and fishes. Sea otters are one of the few types of animals that use tools. Holding
a flat rock on its chest, an otter pounds crustaceans and molluscs on the rock to break open their shells.
An otter can also knock an abalone off a rock using a rock as a tool.

LONGEVITY: Wild sea otters probably live 10 to 15 years. In zoological parks, some have lived to more
than 20 years.

STATUS: Sea otter populations face many threats, including oil spills, entanglement in fishing nets, and
disease. National and international laws protect sea otters. The species is listed as “endangered” by the
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN). The California subspecies is listed as “threatened”
by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and in Appendix I (endangered) by the Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES). 
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Saving Sea Otters
Sea otters once were abundant along most of the coastal North Pacific Ocean    from Northern Japan, along
the Alaska coast and down into Baja California, Mexico. In the 18th and 19th centuries, fur traders hunted sea
otters for their thick, luxurious pelts. By 1900, sea otters were nearly extinct. Protected from hunting by state
law since 1911, and by the Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972, sea otters have made a comeback in
Alaska and, to a lesser extent, in California waters.

Sea otters continue to face many other threats, including oil spills. Otters are particularly vulnerable to the
harmful effects of an oil spill because they rely on their dense fur for insulation from the chilly ocean water. If a
sea otter swims into an oil spill, its fur becomes soiled and matted and loses its insulating qualities. This allows
water to penetrate to the otter’s skin and can cause hypothermia and ultimately, death. SeaWorld is home to
an Oiled Wildlife Care Center and is part of the Oiled Wildlife Care Network    a group of government, 
nonprofit, and private organizations that can respond in the event of an oil spill. 

Infectious disease is another major threat to sea otters. The parasite Toxoplasma gondii, which cats shed in
their feces, washes into coastal waters and enters the food chain through filter feeding animals such as clams
and mussels. Sea otters become infected when they eat these clams and mussels. One way to help protect sea
otters is by disposing of used kitty litter in plastic bags, rather than flushing it. 

The California sea otters at SeaWorld San Diego originally stranded and were rescued as part of the Monterey
Bay Aquarium's Sea Otter Research and Conservation (SORAC) program. Not having the necessary skills and
ability to survive on their own, these otters now make their home at SeaWorld. At SeaWorld, you may see the
sea otters enjoying a wide variety of environmental enrichments like wrapping themselves in “kelp” (carwash
streamers), carrying around and manipulating flexible sea stars and other toys with their forepaws, and even
foraging on tubes filled with shrimp and clams during daily Tube Time sessions.

The non-profit SeaWorld & Busch Gardens Conservation Fund is committed to species research, habitat protection, animal rescue 
and conservation education. The Fund has provided grants to help support the annual Sea Otter Awareness Week sponsored by 
Defenders of Wildlife. Sea Otter Awareness Week aims to educate zoo and aquarium visitors about the challenges that wild sea 

otters face. Learn more at SWBG-ConservationFund.org.
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