
MARINE MAMMALS OF 
DECEPTION PASS STATE PARK 

Marine mammals are any mammal that make the sea its home 
for part or all of its life. This includes cetaceans (whales, 
dolphins and porpoise), pinnipeds (seals, sea lions, and 

walrus), sea otters, sirenians (manatees and dugongs), and the 
polar bear. Marine mammals are found worldwide, but in the 
Pacific Northwest we have over 30 species off the Oregon and 

Washington coasts. It's our responsibility to protect these 
species throughout our region and within the United States. 

Many of these animals are affected by human impacts, 
fisheries, and environmental changes. Several innovative 

programs—recovery plans, ship strike strategies, derelict gear 
hotlines, stranding networks and rehabilitation efforts—are 

working to restore threatened and endangered marine 
animals. 





HARBOR SEAL 

• Harbor Seals (Phoca vitulina) 
• Harbor seals can be seen throughout the northern coasts of North America, Europe, and Asia. They 

are medium-sized and the color of their fur varies substantially with latitude, ranging from light tan 
or silver with dark spots to black with light incomplete rings. They are the most common marine 
mammal in our region; they are not migratory and stay generally within 50 miles of home. Harbor 
seals extensively use shoreline habitats for thermoregulating, resting, pupping, nursing, and 
molting. They feed on rockfish, cod, herring, flounder, salmon, and a variety of benthic and pelagic 
species of fish. Harbor seals reach sexual maturity at 3-7 years and gestation lasts approximately 10 
months.  Females give birth in the spring & summer, generally earlier in the year the further South 
they live.  Nurseries provide protection for pups, and mothers nurse their young for 4-6 weeks, with 
milk that is 50% fat. Seal pups haulout on shore to rest and regulate their body temperature. If you 
see a seal pup alone on the beach, it is not abandoned! The best thing to do is stay 100 yards away 
from the animal, harbor seal mothers are shy and will not return if there are disturbances around 
the pup. A required 48 hour observation time is necessary to determine if the pup is being 
attended by the mother or if it has been abandoned. Harbor seals may haul out at night and during 
the day. They also have the ability to sleep underwater and come up for air once every 30 minutes, 
they are unable to sleep at the surface of the water. On land harbor seals are very awkward, they 
are unable to move their hind limbs forward to create a “walking” motion, and instead move using 
a "caterpillar" motion. Therefore, locomotion on land is accomplished by wriggling undulations 
using mainly the front flippers, with the hind limbs dragging behind. This does not mean they are 
injured. 
 





CALIFORNIA SEA LION 

• California Sea Lions (Zalophus californianus) 
• California Sea Lions can be seen in coastal waters of the North Pacific, Vancouver 

Island south to Mexico. In most areas, they prefer to haul out and breed on sandy 
beaches and females give birth from late May through July.  Males establish their 
territories and females are pregnant for 10 months and nurse for about 8 months. 
California sea lions are playful, intelligent, and very vocal (sounding like barking 
dogs). They eat over 50 species of fish, squid, octopus, and mollusks.  Adult 
females and juveniles are slender bodied and are blonde to tan.  Adult males are 
more robust and are mostly dark brown to black in color; they have a pronounced 
crest on their forehead that is crowned with tufts of blonde or lighter hair.  A 
common behavior exhibited by sea lions is called “sailing”. This is when a sea lion 
holds their flippers above the water motionless for a long period of time; they are 
regulating their body temperature. A lot of times people believe the animal is 
trapped in a net, if you cannot see a buoy or net gear the animal is most likely 
exhibiting this behavior. California sea lions are becoming more abundant along 
the West Coast of the United States, and  with increasing populations, more 
reports of strandings occur. 
 





STELLER SEA LION 

• Steller Sea Lions (Eumetopias jubatus) 
• Steller sea lions (Eumetopias jubatus) range along the north Pacific 

rim from northern Japan to California. Pupping and breeding occur 
late May to early July throughout their range. Males set up 
territories on rookeries in late May; females arrive shortly 
thereafter and give birth to a single pup. A mother alternates 
between nursing her pup and feeding trips; most pups are weaned 
by the end of their first year. The species is not known to migrate, 
but individuals disperse widely outside of the breeding season, 
particularly adult males and juveniles. 

• Two separate stocks of Steller sea lions are recognized within U. S. 
waters: an eastern and western stock. The increasing eastern 
population segment, in southeast Alaska, British Columbia, and 
down the West Coast into California, is listed under the Endangered 
Species Act (ESA) as threatened. 
 





KILLER WHALE 

• Killer Whale (Orcinus orca) 
• Killer whales, also known as "Orcas," are probably one of the most well 

known of the cetaceans.  The killer whale belongs to the Delphinidae 
family (making it the largest dolphin), but due to its size over 30 ft. it is 
also considered a whale. The killer whales are found in all oceans. These 
whales can adapt to almost any conditions, and appear to be at home in 
both open seas and coastal waters. Orcas are toothed whales, related to 
sperm and pilot whales, and are apex predators vulnerable only to large 
sharks. They have the most varied diet of all cetaceans, and can tackle 
prey of all shapes and sizes. They often use a coordinated hunting strategy, 
working as a team like a pack of wolves. 

• There are three ecotypes of killer whales on the West Coast of North 
America: Resident Killer Whales (Northern and Resident killer whales; 
salmon eaters); Transient Killer Whales or also known as Bigg's killer 
whales (feed on marine mammals like seals, sea lions, whales, dolphins, 
and porpoise); and Offshore Killer Whales (feed on fish, squid, and maybe 
sharks). 
 





GRAY WHALE 

• Gray Whales (Eschrichtius robustus) 
• Gray whales are a coastal baleen whale usually seen over the continental shelf. 

During migration most animals pass within about a mile of the shoreline, and gray 
whales occasionally come into inland waters, such as the Puget Sound or San 
Francisco Bay. Gray whales spend April-November in their Arctic feeding grounds, 
and December-April in Mexican breeding areas. Between October and February 
the species migrates south along the West Coast, returning north between 
February and July. This round trip migration of 7,400-12,400 miles every year is 
believed to be the longest of any mammal. The gray whale is unique among 
cetaceans as a bottom-feeder that rolls onto its side, sucking up sediment from the 
seabed. Bottom-dwelling organisms live in this sediment, and stay in the baleen as 
water and silt are filtered out. Gray whales feed in shallow waters, usually 150-400 
feet deep. Adults can consume 1-1½ tons of food per day during peak feeding 
periods. 

• Current threats include:  collisions with vessels; entanglement in fishing gear; 
habitat degradation; disturbance from ecotourism & whale watching; disturbance 
from low-frequency noise; impacts from commercial/industrial development; prey 
susceptible to ocean acidification; and local catastrophic events. 





HUMPBACK WHALE 

Humpback whales are well known for their long "pectoral" fins, which can be up to 
15 feet (4.6 m) in length. Their scientific name, Megaptera novaeangliae, means 
"big-winged New Englander" as the New England population was the one best 
known to Europeans. These long fins give them increased maneuverability; they can 
be used to slow down or even go backwards. 
Similar to all baleen whales, adult females are larger than adult males, reaching 
lengths of up to 60 feet (18 m). Their body coloration is primarily dark grey, but 
individuals have a variable amount of white on their pectoral fins and belly. This 
variation is so distinctive that the pigmentation pattern on the undersides of their 
"flukes" is used to identify individual whales, similar to a human fingerprint. 
Humpback whales are the favorite of whale watchers, as they frequently perform 
aerial displays, such as breaching (jumping out of the water), or slapping the surface 
with their pectoral fins, tails, or heads. 

http://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/pr/glossary.htm#p




MINKIE WHALE 
The minke whale is the smallest baleen whale in North American waters. These rorquals 
have a relatively small, dark, sleek body that can reach lengths of up to about 35 feet 
(10.7 m) and weigh up to 20,000 pounds (9,200 kg). Females may be slightly larger than 
males. Minke whales have a fairly tall, "falcate", "dorsal" fin located about 2/3 down their 
back. The body is black to dark grayish/brownish in color with a pale chevron on the back 
behind the head and above the flippers and a white underside, giving it a counter-shading 
appearance. Calves are usually darker in coloration than adults. 
Minke whales vary in body size, patterns, coloration, and baleen, based on geographical 
location. They may vary individually as well. Northern minke whales are distinguished from 
other rorquals by their relatively small size and a well-defined white band located on the 
middle of their dark pectoral flippers. On each side of their mouths are 230-360 short, 
white/cream colored baleen plates, and 50-70 ventral pleats are located underneath the 
animal. 

http://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/pr/glossary.htm#falcate
http://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/pr/glossary.htm#dorsal




HARBOR PORPOISE 

• Harbor Porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) In the eastern North Pacific Ocean, 
the harbor porpoise ranges from Point Barrow, along the Alaska coast, and 
down the west coast of North America to Point Conception, California. 
They are found primarily in coastal waters and occur most frequently in 
waters less than 100 m in depth. They are widely distributed and locally 
abundant. Harbor porpoise are small, most under 2 m in length and 90 kg 
in weight. They are most often seen singly, in pairs, or groups of up to 10, 
although there are reports of aggregations of up to 200 harbor porpoise. 
Most seasonal movements appear to be inshore-offshore and may be 
influenced by prey availability or the presence of ice-free waters. They are 
non-descript in coloration and behavior; they infrequently breach or 
porpoise clear of the water. Unlike most other porpoises, they do not 
approach boats to bow ride. Little is known of their reproductive biology: 
most mating occurs in summer; the gestation period is about 11 months; 
most births occur between May and July.  
 





DALL’S PORPOISE 

• Dall's porpoises are "high strung," fast swimming members of the porpoise family 
and are common in the North Pacific Ocean. They can reach a maximum length of 
just under 8 feet (2.4 m) and weigh up to 480 pounds (220 kg). Males are slightly 
larger and thicker than females, which reach lengths of just under 7 feet (2.1 m) 
long. Animals in the eastern Pacific are smaller than those in the western Pacific 
and waters around Japan. 
Dall's porpoises have a relatively small, triangular head with little or no beak and a 
thick, robust body. The flippers are small, round, and located forward on the body. 
The dorsal fin is positioned in the middle of the back, triangular in shape, and 
often cant, or angles, forward. The tail stock and "keel" (otherwise known as the 
"caudal peduncle") are exaggerated and create a pronounced hump, which is large 
compared to other marine mammals. Adult males have a thicker tail stock and 
forward projecting dorsal fin. The body is very dark gray or black in coloration with 
variable contrasting white "thoracic" panels and white "frosting" on the dorsal fin 
and tail that distinguish it from other cetacean species. These markings and 
colorations vary with geographic location and life stage, with adults having more 
distinct coloration. 
 

http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/glossary.htm#keel
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/glossary.htm#caudalpeduncle
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/glossary.htm#thoracic

