
	  
 
 
 
 
                                      
 

Understanding Brown Pelicans  
 
A Conservation Success Story 
 
Among the greatest conservation successes of our time are the recoveries of numerous endangered 
wildlife populations that received protection through the Endangered Species Act of 1973.  One of 
those successes is the California Brown Pelican.  In 2009 the California Brown Pelican was removed 
from the endangered species list. "Today we can say the brown pelican is back," said Interior 
Secretary Ken Salazar in 2009. 
 
Young Pelicans Searching for Food 
 
As successful breeding continues, large numbers of fledgling pelicans leave their nesting islands in 
Southern California and Mexico and begin their search for fish in inter-coastal regions.  Many of 
them move northward following the adults and the currents that support large populations of 
anchovies and sardines, their favorite meal.  These inexperienced young pelicans begin appearing 
along the coast in May and can be seen in large numbers throughout the year.  
 
Brown pelicans are predators and must become precision plunge feeders in order to catch fish.  
Fledgling brown pelicans must learn to feed themselves in a short amount of time.   Those that are 
unable to catch fish die, sometimes in large numbers.  According to pelican researchers, young 
fledgling pelicans experience a normal annual mortality of 50 to 60 % and in extreme cases up to 
70% when conditions in the ocean change the availability of fish, making fishing more difficult.  
These conditions include the movement of baitfish influenced by temperature, current changes and 
fluctuations in the weather.  This ‘die-off’ of young pelicans often happens in sight of people and 
this can be distressing to witness.  
   
Young Pelicans Getting into Trouble 
 
With more pelicans feeding along the coast we are now seeing more pelican injuries, illnesses, oiling 
by inappropriate fish processing practices and other conflicts with humans.  This is compounded in 
the summer months by the fledgling pelicans becoming desperate and bold in their attempts to find 
food, often-approaching humans for a handout. 
 
Fishing line and Hook Entanglement 
 
When an inexperienced young pelican that is learning to fish sees a fish on a line being pulled out of 
the water that bird thinks its fair game.  Young pelicans have not learned to be cautious of humans 
so they go for the meal and often become entangled in fishing line, hooked by sharp barbed hooks 
and they can become a nuisance to fisherman.   Some birds suffer and die from their wounds while 
others are captured and brought to wildlife rehabilitation organizations for care.  
 
 
 
 



	  

	   	  

Fish Oiling at Fish Cleaning Stations 
 
There is another area of conflict that particularly impacts young pelicans.  These are fish cleaning 
stations that are stationed in every harbor along our coastline.  As fishermen clean and gut their 
catch they do this in the open on outdoor sinks and tables and the young pelicans and gulls see this 
as a free meal.  Greasy fish water and guts attract and excite young pelicans.  These birds can 
become bold, grabbing fish scraps and begging aggressively.  They are often showered with greasy 
fish oil water and become completely soaked.  Once this happens their feathers lose their ability to 
repel water and they can succumb to hypothermia.  The only way to remove fish oil from feathers is 
to capture the birds and wash them.  The best way to prevent this is to follow guidelines and laws 
that have been established so fish waste is disposed of properly. 
 
Prevention is the Key 
 
Fish Cleaning Stations & Fishing Line - There are laws that require fish cleaning sites to be managed 
appropriately and we recommend that all fish line, fish scraps and greasy fish water be disposed of 
appropriately.   Federal law requires facilities that operate businesses that might attract birds, to 
have a mechanism to discourage them and prevent birds from gaining access. It’s not a crime to 
leave a lid of a dumpster open, but when a bird is caught or impaired by it, then it becomes a 
violation of the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. 
 
Feeding – We strongly discourage the feeding or encouragement of brown pelicans as it may create 
a dependent animal that ends up suffering the consequences of conflicts with humans.   
 
Identifying Fledgling Brown Pelicans 
 
Fledgling Brown Pelicans usually have light to medium brown plumage 
and have greenish to grey feet. Their pouches are grey/green.   They are 
the same size as adults.  Mature pelicans usually have whitish heads and 
necks and feathers that are grey with white streaking.  
 
The Role of Rehabilitation for Juvenile Brown Pelicans 
 
Wildlife rehabilitation facilities, including International Bird Rescue’s Los 
Angeles and San Francisco Bay centers, are seeing a large influx of 
starving or injured young brown pelicans this summer.  The primary goal 
of wildlife rehabilitation efforts remains: to treat medical problems and 
restore health such that these birds get a second chance to make a 
successful transition to being a wild and free living adult that can 
contribute to the future presence of brown pelicans in California.  
 
What To Do If You Find a Pelican in Trouble 
 
To report injured, fish oiled or ill pelicans or any abuse of these birds please contact your local wildlife 
rehabilitation organization for guidance or use the statewide toll-free hotline 1-866-WILD-911.  This 
system will guide you to the wildlife rehabilitation organization in your area.  
 
For continued updates on the brown pelican situation and for support please check out our web site at 
www.birdrescue.org.   


