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California Sea Lion Zalophus californianus 

1. Animal Type: Mammal 
2. Conservation Status:   Endangered (most found in southern tip of Baja California to southeast Alaska) 

a. Range/Habitat 
i. Found from the southern tip of California to Southeast Alaska.    
ii. Can live in fresh water for periods of time. 
iii. Breed mainly on offshore islands from southern California to Mexico and in the Gulf of California.  The 

males roam north in spring seeking food.  
iv. Prefer to breed on sandy beaches and no more than 10 miles out to sea. 

3. Size:  They  are the largest marine mammals in the pinniped family  
a. Male: 8 ft long, 1,000 lbs or more. 
b. Female: 6 ft long, up to 250 lbs.   

4. Social Structure  
a. Non breeding groups are gregarious on land 
b. Females stay in breeding area and males and pups migrate to north. 
c. Tend to form small groups when in the water. 
d. During the non-breeding season (August through April), they do not have a stable social organization. 

5. Reproduction 
a. Time of year 

i. Mating in July, births in mid-May to mid- June  
b. Number of young 

i. Average of 1 
c. Rearing / Mothering 

i. Nurse for up to 6 months.   
ii. Learn to swim and hunt with their mothers at 2 months. 

d. Special exhibit needs 
i. Separate pools for pups 
ii. Shaded area for the animals to rest 

6. Behavior 
a. Nocturnal vs. Diurnal: Diurnal 
b. Shy vs. Curious: California Sea lions seek out physical contact with other sea lions.  On land, California 

sea lions form groups, often touching and lying with each other. 
c. Water Speed 

i. Swim at top speeds of 25 miles per hour.   
ii. Average speed is 11 mph. 
iii. Females can dive to an average depth of 31 – 98 meters. 
iv. Maximum dives can be anywhere from 196 and 274 meters. 

d. Land Speed 
i. On land they are not nearly as agile or quick. 
ii. PGAV estimate = 2 mph  

e. Unique Behaviors 
i. Can ‘porpoise’ – which is to leap out of the water while swimming and re-enter headfirst. 
ii. Co-exist peacefully with other marine mammal species, but breeding males may threaten other marine 

animals more. 
iii. The juvenile and non-breeding California sea lions are the most playful of the otariids.  They play, push 

and shove, practice territorial battles, and ride the surf.  Adults also engage in these, but not nearly as 
often. 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

7. Captivity 
a. Frequency in captivity: Common 
b. Noteworthy exhibits:   

i. SeaWorld Orlando Pacific Point Preserve 
1. Size: 18,000 sf total with 450,000 gallon pool   
2. Number of Animals: 100 total animals, 60 sea lions 
3. Designer: PGAV 

ii. Oregon Zoo Steller Cove       
1. Steller Cove replicates the Oregon Coast by featuring native plants and animals within a habitat of 

unique rock formations, waves and tides, a blowhole, and tide pools. 
2. Size: 387,000 gallons total 
3. Opening date:  July 15, 2000 
4. Number of Animals:   
5. Designer: Portico 
6. Cost: $11 million 

8. Husbandry Regulations and Recommendations 
a. APHIS 

i. Dry Rest Areas 
1. Dry rest areas are equal in importance to water components in sea lion exhibit design. 
2. APHIS provides an equation used to calculate minimum dry rest for sea lions using the average 

adult length of the animals in each exhibit.  
a. Square average adult length of each and list adults in descending order by size. Multiply 

the longest by 1.5, next by 1.4 and so on to 1.1 and add totals together for minimum dry 
rest area. Additional sea lions past 5th multiply by 1. Example: 

i. [(avg. adult length)2 x 1.5] =  
ii. [(avg. adult length) 2 x 1.4] =  
iii. [(avg. adult length) 2 x 1.3] =  
iv. [(avg. adult length) 2 x 1.2] =  
v. [(avg. adult length) 2x 1.1] =  
vi. [(avg. adult length) 2 x 1] =  
vii. [(avg. adult length) 2x 1] =  

3. Dry rest areas shall be designed for a minimum of two sea lions. 
4. PGAV recommends going well above minimum AHPIS standards.  

ii. Pool Size 
1. Surface Area: 

a. Use the size of an average adult male, 2.24m, as baseline. On AHPHIS table IV, the 
length 2.29 (closest rounding up) is used to determine a minimum surface area of 6.15m, 
or 66.23 square foot for each sea lion.  

2. Water Depth: 
a. At minimum, APHIS standards dictate 3’ or ½ longest average adult length – whichever 

greater.  
b. PGAV recommends a minimum depth of 6’.  

b. Barriers 
i. PGAV recommends at least 6’ vertical barrier. 
ii. PGAV recommends moats if used 6’-10” in width.  

 

 



 

 

 

c. Water Temperature 
i. According to APHIS, salt water at temperatures between 40-80 degrees Fahrenheit is recommended.  

d. Air Temperature Range 
i. According to APHIS, temperature range is that in which the health and comfort of sea lions is not adversely 

affected.  
1. The animals must be acclimated to temperatures before entering the exhibit.  

ii. According to PGAV, sunny as well as shaded areas are mandatory.  
9. Enrichment 

a. Zoo Approved Enrichment Ideas  
i. Swim-withs and other formal guest interactions are forms of enrichment for sea lions as they enjoy 

interacting with new individuals, and every interaction is different. 
ii. Painting 

1. Sea lions hold paint brushes with their mouths and paint on canvasses held by trainers.  This 
allows the animal to create something which challenges and stimulates the mind. 

iii. Toys 
1. Large Balls 
2. Tubes with fish inside 
3. Blocks of ice with fish inside 
4. Plastic barrels 

iv. Environmental Choice 
1. Substrate (rock, sand, gravel, grass) 
2. Temperature (cool rocks, warm rocks, shade, sun) 
3. Elevation 
4. Water depth 
5. Hiding spots 

b. Untested Enrichment Ideas 
i. Action / Reaction Interactives 

1. Sea lions are very curious, trainable, and enjoy manipulating their environment.  Create methods 
for them to manipulate things within their environment that cause something else to occur.   

a. Pull rope, push button, push lever, station on platform 
b. Dump bucket, water spray, burst of cool air / warm air, fish delivery 

ii. Fish shooter into pool 
c. Training 

i. Training is the main form of enrichment for sea lions in captivity. Training provides challenges and exercise 
for the mind, as well as the body.  

1. Natural behaviors: vocalizing, diving 
2. Husbandry behaviors: opening mouth, raising flipper, stationing 

10. Fun Facts: 
a. A small mass of sea lions on the surface in a very close proximity can be called a raft – same as otters. 
b. Unlike other sea lions, California sea lions do not have lion-like manes. 
c. The current Sea Lion Arena at the St. Louis Zoo used to be a big cat lion show. 
d. Sea lions are one of the most vocal mammals in the world.  Their range of vocalizations include grunts, barks, 

roars, and growls.   
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