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Abstract: 

Marine Mammals in TomalesBay

By Sarah Allen, PhD,  Senior Scientist,  Point Reyes National Seashore

Marine mammals that venture, forage and breed in TomalesBay are diverse including a total of 10 

species.  There are four cetacanspecies, two fissipedand four pinniped.  Of the cetacea, gray whales are 

regular visitors of the bay, occurring year round and often are observed foraging on benthic 

invertebrates. The other three species, minkewhale, harbor porpoise and bottlenose dolphin are rare 

sightings. Sea otters also are rare visitors but river otters are abundant and occur year round, breeding in 

numerous locations in the bay.  Pinnipedsstraddle the land-sea boundary, both foraging in the bay and 

ocean, and breeding and resting on the land.  Within TomalesBay, both harbor seals and California sea 

lions pursue prey, especially on Pacific herring, within the bay, but of the pinnipeds, only harbor seals 

are year round residents that breed in the bay.  The harbor seal population within the bay occurs mostly 

on the intertidal sandbars north of Tom's Point but they recently have begun reusing Hog Island.  The 

seal population has been relatively stable for the past 15 years, although during El Nino events such as 

that in 1998, resulted in reduced pups born.  Such events provide a window into how changes in climate 

might affect marine mammals in central California and TomalesBay. 

See video of this presentation at: http://vimeo.com/17030681

Complete proceedings, individual presentations, and links to video from the 2010 State of the 

Bay Conference are available on the Tomales Bay Watershed Councilôs website:

http://www.tomalesbaywatershed.org/stateofthebay2010.shtml

http://vimeo.com/17030681
http://www.tomalesbaywatershed.org/stateofthebay2010.shtml
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Sarah Allen, PhD.has studied marine mammals in central 

California since the 1970s.  She started volunteering and 

then working at Point Reyes Bird Observatory and then 

was employed with the National Park Service after 

acquiring graduate degrees at UC Berkeley. She worked at 

Point Reyes National Seashore as a science advisor, and 

her current position is regional coordinator for the Pacific 

West Coast and Oceans Program.
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·What species are here
·Cetacean visitors 
·Fissipeds
·Pinniped visitors and residents 

Galen Leeds

Outline



Marine Mammal Species of Central California

Region   TB

Cetacean +33        4

Carnivore        8        6

Fissiped 2 2

Pinniped       6 4



Bottlenose Dolphin

Scot Anderson

Harbor Porpoise

Robin Baird

Minke Whale

NOAA

Gray Whale

Chris Johnson

Cetaceans ïyou might observe in Tomales Bay



1976 ïEarliest documented presence of Gray Whale 

Specimen collected by CAS/UCB-MVZ

2005 ïMore recent documentation

Specimen collected by CAS/MMC

RE Jones



Gray Whales documented 

feeding in Tomales Bay

1998, 2004, 2010

Sue VanDerWal

Allen et al. 2011 > 

Allen et al. 2011



Fissipeds

River Otters ïGalen Leeds

Photo: NOAA-SiMON

Sea Otter - NPS Photo 

Sea Otters ï1documented  in 2006

collected by USGS

River Otters ïCountless sightings 

no estimates of numbers



Pinnipeds

Harbor seal

NOAA

Elephant seal

Richard Allen

Steller sea lion

Pat Morris

California sea lion

Marc Webber



Otariidae

Phocidae



Otariidae

ÅExternal ear flap 

ÅArticulated hips

ÅLong front & rear flipper

California Sea Lion

Steller Sea lion

Pier 39, San FranciscoChimney Rock Buoy, Point Reyes N.S.



California Sea Lion (Zalophus californianus)

Behavior
ÅGregarious

ÅBarking

ÅSwim with front flippers

ÅEat mostly schooling fish

Breed
ÅMay-June

ÅChannel Islands, Año Nuevo 

Size
ÅSexual dimorphic

Åmale @800 lbs

Åfemale@ 250 lb

Males haul out in region 

in fall -spring



California Sea Lions

General Population 

Status and Trends

= Seal Lion Sites

Population: 

Å Growing at 5.6 %

Å ~ 142,000 -

238,000 in 2005

Å~ 50 in Tomales Bay 

seasonally 

NMFS Stock Assessment



California Sea Lions in Tomales Bay (Photo Art Rogers 1975) 

George Clyde



Photo sequence

Galen Leeds

California sea lions 

haul out on human structures

Photo - George Clyde



Behavior 
ÅMales roar like lion

ÅMostly, non-migratory

ÅHaul out on rocky areas            

such as Bodega Rock, PRH

ÅYear round but low numbers

Breed
ÅMay-June

ÅFarallon Islands, Año Nuevo & 

Fort Ross

Size 
ÅSexual dimorphism

Åmale-1500 lbs

Åfemale-700 lbs

Steller Sea Lions(Eumetopiasjubatus)

Pat Morris



Steller Sea Lions

General Population 

Status and Trends

= Stellersea lion         

Sites

Population: 

ÅDeclining ï>50% in 

California

ÅThreatened

Å~48,000-56,000 -2004 

(US Stock)

Å2,400 in California

Å< 5 in Tomales Bay



How you will

see them in

Tomales Bay

Photos 

Galen Leeds



Phocidae

ÅNo external ear flap 

ÅNo articulated hips

ÅShort front flipper

Northern Elephant seal (Mirounga angustirostris)

Harbor Seal (Phoca vitulina)

Richard Allen



Behavior  
ÅLongest migration (males - up to 

14,000 miles total)

ÅDeep dives (males - over 5,000 ft)

ÅEat bottom fish and pelagic squid

ÅFast for  up to 3 months during 

breeding season 

Breed
ÅWinter Dec-March

ÅFarallon Islands, Año Nuevo & Point 

Reyes

Size extreme sexual dimorphism

Åmale-5,000 lbs

Åfemale-900 lbs

Photo: Heather Jensen

Northern Elephant Seal (Mirounga angustirostris)

Allen et al. 2011



Northern Elephant Seals

General Population 

Status and Trends

= Elephant Seal 

Breeding Sites

Population:  

ÅGrowing at 8.3%

Å~124,000 in 2005 

(CA)

Å~2500 at Point Reyes

Å< 5 per year in 

Tomales Bay

Heather Jensen



Pacific Harbor Seals (Phoca vitulina)

Behavior
ÅYear round resident, individuals 

migrate

ÅRest onshore every day

ÅMostly eat small schooling fish 

Breeding
ÅMarch-June

Å@ 20% California mainland 

population breeds in Marin Co.

Size
ÅLittle sexual dimorphism 

ÅAdults 200-300 lbs

Photo: Sue VanDerWal

Allen et al. 2011


