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SANTA CRUZ — The nation’s
‘;‘(_hewest, largest and most advanced
marine wildlife veterinary care and
research center opened today, next
to the UC-Santa Cruz Long Marine
Laboratory.

The center, created in response
to a state mandate, will be the head-
quarters of the California Depart-
ment of Fish and Game’s Oil Spill
Prevention Response (OSPR) pro-
gram.

“Monterey Bay was chosen be-
cause it is the home range of the

California sea otter, a threatened
sub-species,” said UC-Santa Cruz
Senior Public Information Officer
Robert Irion.

The 18,000-square-foot, $5 mil-
lion facility at 1451 Shaffer Road
will employ six full-time and two
part-time Department of Fish and
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on the taxicity of petroleum prod-
ucts, dispersants and cleaning
agents used in oil spill response on
various marine organisms.
Scheduled speakers at today’s
dedication ceremony included
OSPR Administrator Pete Bontadel-
li, UCSC Chancellor M.R.C. Green-

wood and California Department of'

General Services Deputy Director
Eugene A. Spindler.

U.S. Rep. Sam Farr, D-Carmel,
while a member of the state Assem-
bly, spearheaded the center’s cre-
ation and the selection of Long Ma-
rine Lab as its site. “We never know
when an oil spill is going to happen
or how widespread the damage will
be,” Farr said. “The rescue center
will ensure that animals will be
treated quickly and professionally.”

OSPR officials say the impor-
tance of the facility was illustrated
after the Exxon Valdez oil spill in
1989 caused billions of dollars in
damage to the Alaska fishing indus-
try through the “toxicological ef-
fects of oil and the synergistic toxi-
cants on marine animals.”

“The chaotic nature of the animal
rescue effort in Alaska following the

Exxon Valdez oil spill convinced
many researchers that a permanent
facility would improve the chances
of saving wildlife,” Irion said. “The
new center focuses on sea otters,
whose thick fur and near shore liv-
ing patterns make them particular-
ly vulnerable to oil's damaging ef-
fects.”

The value of California’s coast-
line is more than a draw for tour-
ism and recreation. It is a primary
link in the complex ecology of the
open ocean as well. Any interrup-
tion of these processes can have
disastrous results on systems thou-
sands of miles from the actual oil
spill.

One example of the disastrous
effects of an oil spill can be illus-
trated by the much maligned sea
otter. Adored by tourists and detest-
ed by fisherman, the otter is an in-
tegral part of the coastal ecology.
Their primary food sources — aba-
lone, starfish and sea urchins — are
known as “grazers,” which consume
kelp.

When otters are removed from
the system, these grazers over-feed
on the kelp, which is also home to
thousands of other organisms who
depend on it for all or part of their
life cycles. When the kelp dies, it
takes a host of organisms with it.

The key to an otter’s survival in
the cold local waters, which are
chilled by the Humboldt Current
flowing south from Alaska, is its
thick fur. Lacking the thick insulat-
ing layer of blubber that is found on
most marine mammals, the otter’s
key to survival is its fur which con-
tains as many as one million hairs
per square inch. When not feeding,
it spends hours grooming and clean-
ing its fur.

Petroleum causes these hairs to
mat together. Once this happens,
otters lose their insulation and sim-
ply die of hypothermia. The same
holds true for marine birds. By in-
terrupting the food chain at any lev-
el, the entire system collapses.

Irion said, in the event of an oil
spill, the center can accommodate
125 sea otters, 100 marine birds, and
a few seals and sea lions, cleaned
and cared for by up to 100 veteri-
nary staff, researchers and volun-
teers. The center will also host pe-
riodic training and response exer-
cises for OSPR teams.

When the center is not being
used for emergencies, UCSC re-
searchers will work with OSPR sci-
entists, conducting studies of the
impact on California’s coastal wild-
life when petroleum is introduced
to the environment.

Game staff members, who will be
studying both the physical and tox-
icological effects of oil spills. Fund-
ing for the center came from a tax
imposed upon oil companies and
from lease sales of offshore drilling
sites in southern California.
Although the center is owned

pens in Santa Cruz

and operated y the DFG 1t w1ll
work closely with UCSC, utlhzmg
the expertise of several researchers
including those already active at the
DFG’s Granite Canyon Station
south of Carmel. Researchers there
are currently conducting research
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