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ONE SIZE DOES NOT FIT ALL
As Heiltsuk well know, sea otters radically alter the 
coastal marine areas where they live. In rocky under-
water areas, sea otters are known to be ‘keystone 
predators’, having a very large effect on marine food 
webs and habitats. Research in Alaska, California and 
other parts of BC have shown many similar ecological 
effects of sea otters. At the same time, these studies 
highlight that variation in environmental conditions 
plays a big role in how sea otter foraging changes a 
specific site. This variation and its effects on kelp forest 
ecosystems and abalone is the focus of our research. 
The preliminary report from a 10-day pilot survey that 
we conducted in May 2010, entitled Investigating the 
ecological consequences of sea otter recovery in the 
Central Coast of British Columbia. Part I. Sea otters, 
kelp forests and the recovery of northern abalone. Part 
II. Do sea otters trigger trophic cascades in this rocky 
intertidal? (Summary field report for 2010), is avail-
able at the Heiltsuk Integrated Resource Management 
Department (HIRMD) office. 
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FIELD RESEARCH
The purpose of our field research is to (1) conduct 
surveys of subtidal and intertidal kelp forest species 
at sites with different sea otter occupation times, 
and (2) conduct field experiments related to abalone 
behaviour. These surveys and field experiments are 
part of Lynn Lee’s thesis research. The overall goal of 
Lynn’s research is to work with coastal communities 
to better understand the key ecological and social dy-
namics that are affecting northern abalone recovery 
in BC, so that we can work together on ecosystem-
based stewardship of abalone, sea otters and kelp 
forests.  
 Our kelp forest research on the Central Coast 
fits within the broader research program of the 
Coastal Marine Ecology & Conservation Lab led by 
Anne Salomon, Forecasting Marine Ecosystem Resil-
ience: Variation in Species Interactions and Food Web 
Dynamics in a Changing World. Our sea otter collabo-
rator at DFO will be conducting sea otter population 
surveys and observing sea otter foraging behaviour 
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LEFT: Diverse kelp forest where sea otters have been present for a long time. RIGHT: Red sea urchins 
grazing out in the open keep kelp from growing at a site where no sea otters are present. photos: Lynn Lee
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Dive and intertidal research crew on board the Kingfisher vessel in 2010. 
photo: Mark Wunsch



for up to 3 weeks in June. We also have a collaborator 
from California who will be bringing his experience from 
California to help us plan a long-term kelp forest moni-
toring program that Anne hopes to start in 2012.
 This year, Lynn, Leandre, Jane and Taimen plan 
to work from May 21st to June 
12th between Milbanke Sound 
and Calvert Island. We will be 
onboard our wooden ex-troller, 
MV Victoria Rose and working 
from a dive skiff. We hope that 
a certified commercial diver 
from the Heiltsuk community 
will be able to join us for part 
of our survey. Please come and 
say hello when we are in town 
at the dock around May 19th 
or 20th, or if you see us out on the water! Between May 
26th and early June, Anne, Hannah and Dan will be stay-
ing at the Hakai Lodge and in the field on the Kingfisher 
vessel. HIRMD will be hosting a community presentation 
in Bella Bella in mid-June for Lynn to share some of her 
kelp forest and abalone research. 
Please look out for posters around 
town and come to share your 
thoughts. 

THINKING ABOUT PEOPLE 
AND PLACE THROUGH 
TIME
One of Lynn’s research objectives 
is to work with coastal communi-
ties, government agencies, and 
academics to pilot integrative and 
ecosystem-based approaches to 
the conservation and manage-
ment of northern abalone. This 
social and ecological approach 
proposes to weave scientific, 
traditional, local experiential and 
historical knowledge to address 
the following research ideas:   

• Reconstructing the historical ecology of rocky reef 
ecosystems in northern BC from prehistoric times 
to today to examine the effects of people on kelp 
forest community food webs and abalone.

• Looking at why ecology and place matter in mea-
suring the effects of present-day environmental 
factors on the recovery of abalone.

• Bringing community-based knowledge into scien-

tific approaches to management planning, deci-
sion-making and implementation in a respectful 
way by learning from Heiltsuk, Haida and experi-
ential knowledge holders to improve conservation 
and stewardship of abalone.

• Reconciling multiple ob-
jectives and different time and 
spatial scales of abalone and 
sea otter recovery with scales 
of policies.
 In addition to the field-
work, Lynn has submitted 
proposals in collaboration with 
the HIRMD to fund communi-
ty-based traditional knowledge 
interviews and community 
workshops related to kelp for-

ests, sea otters, abalone, and their relationship with the 
Heiltsuk. We are hopeful that we will hear back from 
potential funding sources by summer, in order to start 
planning for community-based work in the winter of 
2011/12.

STEWARDS OF THE SEA
People are an integral part of 
the natural, dynamic ecosystems 
of coastal British Columbia: this 
has been true for at least 10,000 
years. That people and local com-
munities should remain respon-
sible stewards who ensure the 
sustainable use of marine areas 
and resources is strongly support-
ed by management agencies in-
cluding the Heiltsuk Tribal Council, 
Council of the Haida Nation, Parks 
Canada, and Fisheries and Oceans 
Canada. We anticipate that results 
of our kelp forest research will be 
relevant and timely to help inform 
current conservation planning 
and implementation processes 
including: (1) Species at Risk Act 

recovery strategy and action planning for the northern 
abalone and sea otter; (2) Heiltsuk marine use planning; 
(3) Haida Gwaii marine use planning; (4) Gwaii Haanas 
National Marine Conservation Area Reserve and Haida 
Heritage Site management planning; and (5) Pacific 
North Coast Integrated Management Area planning. We 
look forward to continuing to build our collaborative 
kelp forest research program with the HIRMD and the 
Heiltsuk community!

Research diver in a lush kelp 
forest where otters have been 

present for over 20 years. 
photos: Lynn Lee 

Two abalone eating captured kelp 
from inside their hiding place. 
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