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Getting the shot: The effect of camera use on the 
probability of southern sea otter (Enhydra lutris nereis) 
disturbance in Central California, USA

The popularity of wildlife photography has increased 
in recent years, intensifying pressure on charismatic 
species (Fennell & Panah, 2020). Previous 
research has shown that photos taken at close 
distances can elevate stress, cause behavioral 
changes, and even lead to habituation to humans 
(Hanisch, 2019).

As the distance between a sea otter and 
disturbance source decreases, the probability of 
a sea otter being active increases. Activity is 
associated with an energetic cost.

Figure 1. Human-otter proximity influences a 
disturbance’s magnitude (Barrett, 2019).

Between February 2021 and September 2024, 
nearshore community science volunteers used scan 
sampling methods to collect observational data for a 
total of 551 scan sessions.

Figure 2. Map of Central California study sites.

Camera Type
Smartphone users (n=894) are 4.2 m closer to 
sea otters on average than DSLR users (n=402).
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Kruskal−Wallis  |  X^2 = 96.639, df = 4, p < 0.001

Stimulus Type
Ecotours (n=26) generally maintain safe 
distances when using cameras. Those on shore 
(n=862) and large (n=3), medium (n=11), and 
small (n=415) crafts are closer to sea otters.

Study Sites
Camera users at PSL (n=64) have the shortest 
human-otter distance compared to camera 
users at WILD (n=333), MBTP (n=303), CARO 
(n=95), and MBCT (n=524).
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Mann−Whitney  |  p < 0.001

Camera users (n=1325) are 10.1 m closer to sea 
otters on average than non-camera users 
(n=5673).

Conclusion

Next Steps
Community Outreach
Elevate awareness of sea otters by sharing 
information about the species’ natural history and 
human-caused disturbance

classrooms.
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Objective To determine if camera use by marine recreationists affects the distance they maintain 
from southern sea otters at five Central California sites.
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Mann−Whitney  |  p < 0.001
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Kruskal−Wallis  |  X^2 = 221.11, df = 4, p < 0.001
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Camera use, particularly smartphones, 
decreases human-otter distance and  
increases the probability of sea otter 
disturbance.

Camera use by certain crafts (kayaks, 
paddleboards) and at certain locations 
(PSL) are more likely to cause sea otter 
disturbance than others.

RESPECT THE NAP!
Humans should keep a distance of at least 

20 m between them and a sea otter.

5

Partnerships
Expand the Community 
Active Wildlife Stewards 
(CAWS) program to 
include more businesses 
that adhere to responsible 
wildlife viewing guidelines. Figure 3. CAWS logo.

at   local   events  and  in
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