Volunteer lifesaver
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Y HEN A SICK or in-
jured seal or sea lion
is found along Santa

Cruz County’s shoreline, Santa
Cruz resident Claire Swain
marshals her forces and goes
to the rescue.

Swain 'is coordinator of the
county’s marine mammal res-
cue operation, which includes
six other volunteers dedicated

_to helping marine mammals

survive. If the animals in trou-
ble are successfully captured,
they are shipped to the Calif-
ornia Marine Mammal Center
in the Golden Gate National
Recreational Area, a national
park in the Marin headlands
north of San Francisco.

Swain, 50, moved to Santa

limxtecf to reporting the am-
mal’s condition to the center
and waiting until rescuers ar-

rived. Then another woman

volunteered and the two began
doing rescues.

Nowadays, Swain’s first tc-
tion when she gets a call | is
‘ask a volunteer to find out ¢
~actly where the animal is and
how big it is, then reportw(
Swain’s next step is to ct
enough volunteers and eqm -
ment to perform the rescue.

Equipment includes nets and
herding boards to guide the
animal into a cage. Blankets

are sometimes thrown over the.

animal’s head to calm it down,
because the proximity of peo-
ple inevitably adds to its stress.

“The animal is on the beach
because it’s either sick or in-

‘ﬁ@ :hack in the wzgter, or a&tack
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any of the people.” ;

A sudden wave caused the
sea lion to shoot out of the surf
and Swain said she was unable
to get her foot out of the rocks
fast enough to move. She
threw up her hand to protect
her face and the sea lion

- clamped onto it, causing a tear

that required 26 stitches. It
convinced the crowd very
quickly that marine mammals
can be dangerous and
strengthened Swam’s remive

‘k@uptm'e the‘ 1imal,

“We captured hlm : she-,gai
“and we named h1m ‘Stltches

Rescue efforts couldn’t save
Stitches, however. Swain said
he died at the center about two
‘weeks later. Learning that an

Cruz with her husband a little Jjured,” Swain said. “They're animal she’s helped save has
more than 10 years ago from Out of their environment. They died is one of the hardest as-
the East Bay Area. She said feel threatened by people.” pects of the rescues, she said.

she got involved with the Ma-
rine Mammal Center about a
year later after she found a sea
lion on the beach one morning.
She learned at a local gift shop
who to call and then stayed
with the sea lion that day from

9 am. to 7 p.m., when rescuers cue of a small sea lion last year  isn’t dying on the beach getting
finally arrived to transport the as an example of what ‘can beat to death by the surf or Y
animal to the center. happen. thrown up against the rocks.”
After that, Swain was  “We had people all amund
hooked. For her first two or us and they had been walking
three years of working with the by that animal for several WATSONVILLE
center, she was the only vol- hours,” she said, “and the an-- Register-PAJARONIAN
unteer in the area, so she was imal made no move to either October 10, 1989

The rescue operation is al-
ways dangerous, Swain ‘said,
because the animals are wild.
It’s often difficult to convince
the public of that, she said, but
not even Swain is immune to
injury; she recounted the res-

“You cry and you get angry
about the situation,” she said,
“pbut then you stop and think,
we got it off the beach, that
was the main thing; we’ve got-
ten it off the beach, we are
trying to help it. If it dies, it




March to May, elephant seals

from January or February until

April or May, and sea lions

from July through Septembez'
m‘ October, she said. s

~ Once an animal is capmmd

d its cage placed in the back

f Swain’s truck, Swem md

vabunteers are too far away,
ahe transports the ammal m

!}&mce Sprmger, spem
woman for the center, which
covers 1,000 miles of coastline
spanning 15 counties from the
Oregon border to San Luis Ob-
ispo, described the center as
“a giant sort of animal hos-
pital.” Animals are treated for
a variety of diseases that are

sometimes of epidemic pm»
nmiaa

- For example, Swam sald m
year an infectious disease
called leptospirosis was preva-
lent. The longer the year wore
on, the sadder the rescues got,
‘she said, because the disease
was in more advanced stages
in animals captured, later.

“There were times we would
yiek an animal up and it was
almost comatose on ﬂu
hewh ? Swain said.

Diseases like leptosmrmia
can hﬁ transferred to humms,'

encountering mar ‘_"
Is on the beach. Sw:
~a rescue in whi

‘When we got down to the
beach, there was a woman
down in the surf with this an-
imal and she had her arm
‘around him,” Swain said.
~ While the woman th
the 495-pound animal enjoye

Mr company, Swain said, the
sea lion was actually on the
verge of having a seizure a

’Mout their mothers.

'Wnd ” Swam sald “So M
leave their pup on a crowded
beach. People think that the
‘mother has abandoned the¢m
and all she’s done is, she
géﬁe out to feed

'ﬂlat’s 1llegaI, Swam said,
and gives the marine mammal
rescuers no choice but to take
‘the fragile pups to the center
in hopes they can surm'

Wty percent of the maris

pack to the wild, cew

‘Mm mmmnbm )
- out Northern California.
 Sixty of those marine mam--

mmals brought in to the
alive will someday nm'

ceswoman Spnnger sau!:a o

into the center from

were rescued in

far this year in the county.

‘Swain said the largest axﬂmul «

rescuers have captured
was a 645-pound, adult male

California sea lion, picked up in

March from Pajaro Dunes.

Appropriately enough, they
named him Colossus.

- His is the kind of story ﬂmt
ms it all worth it, Swain .
said. Colossus was tagged and

released in June and has since

been spotted off the coast of

‘Washington, she said.

“I enjoy working with tﬁose
animals,” Swain said, “and I

feel really good that an animal,
’ upeclally an animal that we’ve

d up and I know has been
1 really bad shape, has been
released to the wild.

Cruz County, Swain said, mu«

28 more mammals rescuﬂ m‘n

T fel that T hmwnmh-

‘mnnger said a 40 per
success rate is consxdered
ip__wlldhfe rehabxhtatlon

its ding

mle like Swain who pem
aﬂimal rescues.

- MShe s very special,”’
pri ger said, “and she rm

s a dedicated ope

mﬂ‘ine mammals a year, m
center is adding to the store of
knowledge about marine life;
animals that do not live to re-
rn to the wild are the sub-
s of post-mortem examina-
tions that help scientists at the
WI‘ understand why Mi

Swain said an exammatlﬁ

alled a necropsy — of a sea
- rescued last month off
‘Moran Lake Beach showed the
“animal had died for multiple
reasons. Named Blondie by its
‘rescuers, the sea lion not only
appeared to have a gunshot
wound, but the necropsy re-
‘vealed a pierced esophagus
and a fractured vertebrae that
M caused a lung mfecﬁan,

in said.
The center, which surﬁm
on donations, memberships

and volunteers, is licensed by
the federal governmenl-‘"
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