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Abstract: Marine mammals frequently interact with human detritus due to their proximity to shores 

and shared target foods. Sea lions have been known to attempt to obtain bait inside crab traps. A case 

is described in which the pattern of decomposition of a California Sea Lion, Zalophus californianus, 

suggests that it likely became entangled and drowned while attempting to get Dungeness crab trap 

bait. This represents the first case of California Sea Lion death related to interaction with a crab trap. 

 
 

 
 

Introduction 

Marine mammals not infrequently wash up on 

beaches.  Routine examinations of these corpses can 

be instructive as to what stressors these animals 

experience and the circumstances that can kill them 

(Stroud and Roffe, 1979). Deaths related to 

interactions with human detritus are not uncommon 

(Carretta et al., 2017). Pinnipeds are frequently 

victims of fishing nets and only rarely are associated 

with shellfish traps (Woodley and Lavigne, 1991).  

California sea lion injury and death have not been 

previously associated with the expanding Dungeness 

crab (Metacarcinus magister) fishery despite 

anecdotal observations that sea lions attempt to get 

crab trap baits (https://www.youtube.com/watch 

?v=wrXWqXroHsw or https://www.youtube.com/ 

watch?v=NKTydoUJ1g4). 

 

Case Report 

On 22 July 2017, after one of the highest tides of the 

year, the carcass of a juvenile male California sea lion 

(Zalophus californianus) was noted to have washed up 

on Gleneden Beach, on the central Oregon coast (Figs. 

1-3). The animal was examined within 12 hours of 

being washed up on the beach, but autopsy was not 

performed because the authors were not authorized to 
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remove the carcass and the Oregon Marine Mammal 

Stranding Network declined to investigate. The 

carcass was about 2 m long and mostly in a moderate 

degree of decomposition (level 3) (Fig. 1), but with a 

skeletonized head with a clear demarcation (level 5) 

(Fig. 2) (coding according to Moore, 2013).  

 

Discussion 

The differential level of degradation of the body 

suggests that the head and the remainder of the body 

were exposed to different environments. Crabbing 

activities were notable off of Gleneden Beach around 

that time. We deduce that the sea lion attempted to 

obtain the bait inside of the trap (since it is unlikely 

that the sea lion was attempting to eat the crabs 

(Lowry et al., 1991), as they have been observed to do 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wrXWqXroHsw 

and https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NKTydoUJ1 

g4), but became trapped and drowned. Juvenile sea 

lions, as the one described here, are much more likely 

to be victims of entanglement (Stewart and Yochem, 

1987). We suspect his struggles resulted in 

disconnection of the buoy, so that the trap was lost.  

About 10% of all Dungeness traps are lost by the 

fishermen, and they generally continue to catch crabs 

(Breen, 1987). With a population of hungry crabs 
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trapped in the trap, the sea lion’s flesh within their 

reach was totally removed. Other parts of the body 

may have been in close enough proximity to the crab 

trap to also be skeletonized, such as one of the front 

flipper (Fig. 3).  The rest of the body decomposed at a 

slower rate, and experienced typical scars, such as a 

Figure 1. The carcass of a California sea lion, Zalophus californianus, within 12 hours of washing up on Gleneden Beach, Oregon.  The overall 

state of decomposition is moderate (level 3).  The skeletonized head (level 5) can be seen at right. 

Figure 2. A close up showing a skeletonized skull with a missing jaw bone and fractured zygomatic arches.  The level of decomposition of the 

skull is 5, with a fairly clear demarcation between the two states of decomposition. 
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bite from a cookie-cutter shark (Fig. 1) (Hayashi et al., 

2015; Ebert et al., 2015). Ultimately, the body drifted 

away from the trap and was brought to the beach by 

one of the highest tides of the year.  

Obviously, these are just deductions. We do not 

actually have direct evidence for this scenario.  

However, it is quite difficult to find an alternate 

explanation for this pattern of differential tissue 

degradation. This interpretation strongly suggests that 

even large animals, such as this juvenile sea lion, can 

potentially drown due to relatively small traps, such as 

Dungeness crab traps. 
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Figure 3. The left front flipper, showing the different levels of decomposition.  The rostral edge of the flipper is skeletonized (level 5), while the 

remainder of the flipper is in an early state of breakdown (level 2). 
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