
 

1, 2, 3 octopuses: Divers conduct underwater
census

February 5 2015, byManuel Valdes

  
 

  

In this still Oct. 5, 2014 image taken from video provided by Andrea Petersen, a
giant pacific octopus swims at the bottom of the Puget Sound near Edmonds,
Wash. Every year, the aquarium enlists the help of volunteer divers to search and
count giant pacific octopus in the Puget Sound for an underwater census. (AP
Photo/Andrea Petersen)

(AP)—To check on the health of the giant Pacific octopus population in
Puget Sound, an unusual census takes place every year. Volunteer divers,
enlisted by the Seattle Aquarium, take to Washington's inland waters to
look for their eight-tentacle neighbors.
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The biggest in the world

Weighing as much as 150 pounds with tentacles that can span up to 20
feet, the giant Pacific octopus lives up to its name. It's the biggest
octopus in the world, and it calls the waters off Seattle home, part of its
vast range over the Pacific Ocean.

"The Puget Sound offers good habitat, water temperature and an
abundant food source for them," said Kathryn Kegel, a Seattle Aquarium
biologist.

Known as one of the smartest creatures in the sea, the giant Pacific
octopus leads a relatively short life, between three and five years. They
are terminal maters, meaning once they mate, they die soon after.

"They are big hunters of crab, clams, scallops, things like that," Kegel
said.

Because the giant Pacific octopus is not on federal endangered- or
threatened-species lists, there are no current studies on the Puget Sound
population. In fact, it's unknown how many live in the area, Kegel said.

That's where the Seattle Aquarium and its troops of volunteer divers step
in.

An informal but informative census

From the waters off Seattle to the maritime border with Canada, 27
divers looked for the giant Pacific octopus, or G.P.O. as it's called, at 11
sites around Puget Sound last month. The aquarium asked the divers to
count how many octopuses they saw, note the depth of their finding and
the type of hiding spot.
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In this underwater photo provided by Andrea Petersen taken Nov. 6, 2013, a
giant pacific octopus is seen in the Puget Sound near Seattle. Every year, the
Seattle Aquarium enlists the help of volunteer divers to search and count giant
pacific octopus in the Puget Sound for an underwater census. (AP Photo/Andrea
Petersen)

This year, the census counted 28 octopuses, while divers found 17 last
year.

"We've been watching the numbers go up, then kind of go down, then
kind of go back up," Kegel said. "That could be having to do with
population and mating. As they all peak and mate, they slowly die off,
then they start to grow back up again."
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The volunteer nature of the census means the count is not rigidly
scientific, she said.

Two years ago, after a diver killed an octopus, state wildlife officials
changed the rules to carve out protected habitat for octopuses. They used
the data from the census as well as information from the dive
community.

Diving community

Puget Sound hosts a healthy scuba diving community, and the giant
Pacific octopus is one of the main attractions, even though the water is
cold and dark.

  
 

  

In this photograph taken January 12, 2015, volunteer diver Kevin Tower readies
to enter the waters of the Puget Sound near Seattle. Every year, the Seattle
Aquarium enlists the help of volunteer divers to search and count giant pacific
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octopus in the Puget Sound for an underwater census. (AP Photo/Manuel
Valdes)

"It's always a night dive in the Puget Sound," half-joked volunteer diver
Carl Harrington, who has been diving in the murky waters for 15 years.

Harrington didn't see an octopus during his census dive, but he did see
plenty of other creatures, including a ratfish (a relative of the shark),
sculpins and others.

"Diving here, it's just amazing how much life there is here, just teeming
underneath the ocean," Harrington said, adding that one of the rare sights
for divers is the massive bottom-dwelling six-gill shark that sometimes
makes a trip to the shallows.

  
 

  

In this photograph taken January 12, 2015, volunteer divers are transported to a
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diving spot prior to entering the water of the Puget Sound near Seattle. Every
year, the Seattle Aquarium enlists the help of volunteer divers to search and
count giant pacific octopus in the Puget Sound for an underwater census. (AP
Photo/Manuel Valdes)

Octopuses themselves can be challenging to spot. They are nocturnal and
hide in their dens during the day. The divers use flashlights and dive in
areas historically known for being octopus homes.

While Harrington was unlucky, other divers in his party spotted
octopuses.

"They were hiding in their holes sleeping. They had been eating because
there were shells all around them," volunteer diver Kathryn Arant said.

  
 

  

In this photograph taken January 12, 2015, Seattle Aquarium staffers Tim

6/8



 

Carpenter and Kathryn Kegel check their gear while volunteer diver Kevin
Tower puts on his flippers before entering the waters of the Puget Sound near
Seattle. Every year, the Seattle Aquarium enlists the help of volunteer divers to
search and count giant pacific octopus in the Puget Sound for an underwater
census. (AP Photo/Manuel Valdes)

  
 

  

In this photograph taken January 12, 2015, Seattle Aquarium staff and volunteer
divers survey a diving spot prior to entering the water of the Puget Sound, near
Seattle. Every year, the Seattle Aquarium enlists the help of volunteer divers to
search and count giant pacific octopus in the Puget Sound for an underwater
census. (AP Photo/ Valdes)

© 2015 The Associated Press. All rights reserved.

7/8



 

Citation: 1, 2, 3 octopuses: Divers conduct underwater census (2015, February 5) retrieved 9
April 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2015-02-octopuses-divers-underwater-census.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

8/8

https://phys.org/news/2015-02-octopuses-divers-underwater-census.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

