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Identifying and monitoring Looe seals

Looe Island Seal Photo Identification Project 2008/  9/10 (LISPIP) : July 2010

LISPIP is a collaborative project between the Looe VMCA Marine Volunteers, Cornwall Wildlife Trust and
Cornwall Seal Group, which aims to discover the following information:-
- The sites used by seals in the sea and on land
The seasonality of any seal sites
The number of seals visiting the sites
Information about the seals’ ages, sex as well as information about their nutritional and health status
Links to other seal sites in Cornwall made by individual seals, using photo identification techniques.
ThIS information will provide a more informed basis upon which conservation decisions can be made.

July 2010 : Method
On 13" July 2010, 8 surveyors (Cerys, Cheryl, Darryl, Frankie, Kate, Matt, Mike and Sue) were ferried over
to St George’s Island by Tim on the Islander, leaving Looe harbour around 9.40am and returning around
5.00pm, where they were joined by CWT warden Claire. The following activities were carried out:-
A planning meeting to organise the day’s activities
A walk around the island to:-
o Orientate surveyors
0 To identify survey sites
o Familiarise new observers with the recording protocol (new surveyors paired with experienced ones)
o Carry out a bird count
A 2%/, hour survey period from approximately 1 hour before low tide to 1 hour and 30 mins after low tide
A data collection discussion and analysis

Seal survey sites

Site 1 : Main Beach - Site 5 : Outer Ranneys
Site 2 : Jetty Beach - Site 6 : Lower Bench
Site 3 : Little Island East* - Site 7 : White Rock
Site 4 : Inner Ranneys Bay *(Only accessible outside the bird breeding season)
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As a result of the pilot survey and our first familiarisation walk around the island, the following decisions
were made about the LISPIP Survey Protocol:-
- To conduct monthly seal surveys during 2009 onwards, weather and sea conditions permitting
Surveys to be undertaken within a window of 2 hours either side of low tide
Surveyors to work in paired teams or alone (mixing new and experienced observers where appropriate)
One surveyor to remain at sites 3, 4 and 5 to take digiscoped images of seals present, to maximise
photo ID potential, where possible
Survey teams to rotate clockwise around the survey sites
Survey teams to begin walking to the next site at agreed half hour intervals
During each survey period, the following data to be recorded:-
0 The maximum number of seals to be counted in and out of the water
0 Seals to be classified as adult male, adult female, juvenile male or female (up to 4 years old),
weaner (under 1 year old), white coat pup (under 3 weeks) or unknown
0 Seal behaviour using a detailed ethogram
o Evidence of net entanglement, marine debris and disturbance
o Environment conditions
Human/seal interaction is noted, including feeding, marine litter, net entanglement & disturbance
Disturbance to be minimised by:-
o0 Land based surveyors remaining quiet and still when being looked at by seals and keeping below
the horizon if close to seals on land.
0 A gquiet & slow boat approach. At the first signs of disturbance, a still silence to be maintained by
surveyors and the boat to back away if signs of seal stress continue.
Side view photos of the seals necks/bodies to be taken using digital cameras with optical zoom lenses
with optical image stabilisers or by digiscoping. CSG has loaned the Looe VMCA volunteers and/or St
George’s Island Warden a digital camera to take shots of seals seen between surveys.
Contemporaneous collation of sightings data in a time/location chart and discussion of likely overlap in
sightings using mapped location, sex/age and behaviour data.
Seal sightings by Wardens Claire and Jon to be recorded between surveys using separate form.
Anecdontal seal sightings from the public, outside of seal survey to be recorded on Claire’s new form.
A count of the birds present will be recorded during a single, complete circumnavigation of the island.
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July 2010 : Results

7 seal sites were surveyed from 5 different locations by survey teams of 1 and 2 people, whilst Sue
remained at site 5 to take digital digiscoped images of the seals on the Ranneys. Site 3 was not accessible
during this survey as birds are still breeding.

Initial survey teams for each site were:-
Site 1 : Main Beach : Darryl
Site 2 : Jetty Beach : Cerys, Claire and Frankie
Site 3 : Little Island East : Cheryl and Kate with Sue
Site 4 : Inner Ranneys Bay : Cheryl and Kate with Sue
Site 5 : Outer Ranneys : Cheryl and Kate
Site 6 : Lower Bench : Matt
Site 7 : White Rock : Mike

Date Survey start Survey e nd Time of | ow water Wind d irection

13/07/10 12.45pm 15.15pm 13.45 Mostly S/ SW
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Number of seals observed and environmental conditio ns
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Sea state
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Wind force

SIBr

SIBr

Briw

Briw Br

Weather

Cloudy/Drizzle/Rain/Cloudy

Debris

1 Bottles

0

0

Disturbance

L1 Fishing boat & L2 yacht

/ Seal Sightings : July 2010
* Adult female

Y Adult Male
¢ Juvenile
* Unknown

Number of seals

Maximum number of seals seen around the
Island per 30 minute recording period

RS

12.45t013.15

13.15t0 13.45

13.45t0 14.15

Time period

14.15t0 14.45

14.45t0 15.15
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During the bird survey, two seals were seen hauled out at site 5. Despite changing positions between the
end of the bird count and the start of the seal survey, both seals were still visible hauled out at site 5
throughout most of the seal survey period.

Number of seals

Maximum number of seals sighted per site

4

Site number

Behaviour recordings

: (Please see the end of this section for behaviour code descriptions.)

WT

WD

WP

WF

WS

WE

WDA

WDR

WB

WL

WW

WIB

HA

HR

HM

HTr

HTh

HF

WH

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

6

4

0

0

0

0

1

The seals displayed 4 different behaviours during the seal survey (in contrast to the 10 seen in April!) The
most observed seal behaviour was hauled active, along with hauled rest.

Seal behaviours observed

T
WD
mWP
mwWFE
WS
BWE
mWDA
HWDR
BWE
WL
RN
HWIB
W HA
EHR
T HM
W HTr
W HTh
HF
WH
HW
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Seal Ethogram ; Natural Behaviours

‘Watch the seal for one minute and choose the category which best fits its activity over the minute.
Behaviours in the water

Behaviour moving between land and sea

Code Behaviour Description
WT Travelling Seal is making progressthroughthewaterin a definite direction Code Behaviour Description
WD Dancing Two seals swimming roundandrolling over each otherin close contact,
playful or sexual activity, movementis sedate and lackstheviolent .
splashing of fighting’ WH | Water to haul A seal emerging from the sea onto land
WP | Playing One seal appearingto play with or with outa oy’ HW | Hauled towater | Aseal retumning to the sea fromland
WE Eating Seal eating atthe surface Bﬁm
viour hauled out on land
WF Fighting (inwater) | Two seals swimming roundandrolling over each others inclose :
proximity, violent lunges and splashes, moansand snarls Code Behaviour Description
WS Scanning Actively looking around, usually towards observers on the shore
WDA Diving active Pattern of surfacing and submergingwith mosttimes spent beneath the HA Hauled out active Entire body of sealis out of the water, seal is ac"“'? IDDkII'Ig around but
water. When atthe surface the seal is scanning, position between not travelling, may groom or scratch
surfaces varies
HI Hauled out re ntire body of seal is out of the water, is inactive {
WDR Diving rest Pattern of surfacing and submergingwith mosttime spent beneath the R alled out res! Entire bo y of seal is out of the walter, seal is inact .95’95(:059(1
water. When atthe surface the seal is usually bottling, position between ) X ¥y
surfaces remains relatively constant HIr | Hauled out travel | Seal is actively making distance over land
WE | Botfling EL‘:::F’E‘;:F“;:gtign‘:‘gg;‘;irti:::ﬁ:::t‘;uql";:b“#eifs'ieo"n”" painting HTh | Hauled out threat | Mouth open wide, or fanning fore flipper at a nearby seals. Usually
accompanied by moaning, howling, hissing, snarling &/or growling
WL Logging Floating horizontally, flippersinactive, eyes usually closed. Mot scanning
- - - HF | Hauled out Two seals engaged in fighting in close proximity, vigorous flippering and
wWw | Wallowing \Wallowingaroundin the shallaws Fighting Lunging with open mouths, accompanied by aggressive vocalisations
WwIB Boatinteraction Seal actively interacting with people on one or more boats

July 2010 : Age/Sex and location of seals

Whilst 3 seals appear to have been seen during the final survey period, 2 at site 5 and 1 at site 2, one of
the hauled seals returned to the sea from site 5 and this is thought to be the same seal that appeared in the
sea at site 2 shortly afterwards. So, the maximum number of seals observed was 2 — seen in all 5 survey
periods. One was an adult female hauled out at site 5 throughout the entire seal survey and the other was
an adult male, who is thought to have moved his position 4 times from the end of the bird survey to the end
of the seal survey (see map for details).

Age and sex of seals observed

B Adult Male
m Adult Female
u Juvenile

B Weaner

m WCPup

B Unknown

Seal identification

Seal identification during survey

1 of the 2 seals that were observed during the survey was

identified in the field using the photo ID cards. The adult female
seal was Pawprint, who was clearly identifiable from markings on
the right side of her neck. Good photos were taken of the pattern
on the left side of her neck during the survey, which can replace
the ones previously used in the catalogue.The other seal — an
adult male has also been added to the catalogue as a new seal -

LM19 ‘Balanced quavers'.




Seal identification from Wardens photos between sur veys

Claire took photos of seals that were identifiable on several occasions. Dame Etna, last seen in September’s
survey last year, reappeared in June and was photographed by Claire twice on the 27/06/10 and 02/07/10
respectively. On the latter occasion, Dame Etna was clearly enjoying eating a large fish in the sea below the
Bird Hide. Claire photographed Snowdrop on 20/06/10 along with Pawprint, who was also identified on
01/07/10. This is a total of 5 identifications from Claire’s photos between the June and July surveys and
demonstrates the considerable value of her efforts and photos!

LF6 Pawprint

20/06/10

5 Dame Etna

LF1 : Snowdrop Time Team
20/06/10

‘ "‘ﬁ!:w‘ ID shot 01/07/10
A

01/07/10
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Seal identification from photos taken by members of the public between surveys

Dave Haine also emailed photos of three seals he saw hauled out on 30/06/10. Two were adult males and
one was an adult female. The female was positively identified as LF6 Pawprint. The other two males have
been added to the photo identification catalogue as LM20 ‘Icy’ and LM21 ‘J’. Huge thanks to Dave for
sending in his excellent photos for us to use

One of Dave’s photos from 30/06/10

ID shot of Pawprint
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Identified seal visits and visit calendars to Looe

There are now 17 seals in the St George’s Island photo ID catalogue - 7 of these seals are repeat visitors.

##

% &" & | '(

(. /

Bold indicates ID during seal survey

(non bold IDs from Claire’s photos.) Blue text is seal sighting from Godrevy on the east side of St lves Bay

P # " # 3"
2008 2009 2010 2008 2009 2010 2008 2009 2010 2008 2009 2010
Jan Jan Jan Jan
Feb 1 1 Feb 1 Feb Feb
Mar Mar 1 Mar Mar
Apr 3 Apr 4 Apr 2 Apr 1
May | 1 1 2 May 1 2 May May 5
Jun 7 Jun 3 Jun Jun
Jul 1 Jul Jul Jul
Aug 1 Aug 1 Aug 2 Aug 2
Sep Sep Sep Sep 1
Oct Oct 1 Oct Oct 1
Nov Nov Nov Nov
Dec Dec Dec Dec
1 4 12 0 4 10 0 2 2 0 4 6
2008 2009 2010 2008 2009 2010 2008 2009 2010
Jan Jan Jan
Feb Feb Feb
Mar Mar Mar
Apr 1 Apr Apr
May 1 May 1 2 May
Jun 2 Jun 4 Jun 1
Jul 1 Jul 2 Jul 1
Aug 1 Aug Aug
Sep 1 Sep Sep 1
Oct 1 Oct Oct
Nov Nov Nov
Dec Dec Dec
0 7 1 0 1 8 0 1 2
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Age and sex of seals

In total there are 7 adult males, 5 adult females and 4 juveniles in the catalogue, plus a common seal.

However, of the 7 repeat visitors, 5 are females (4 adults and 1 juvenile) and 2 are males (1 adult and 1
juvenile).

Gender and age of all ID'd seals in Looe

B Adult male
B Adult female

w Juvenile

This may suggest that St George’s Island plays a more significant role in the lives of female seals than
male seals, who may be more likely to be just passing through. This could also result from it being easier to
re-identify a female at distance than a male! However, this haul out site (with it main Summer peak)
appears to play a different role for seals than the Godrevy haul outs (which trough in the Summer months).
At Godrevy, it is the males who have the greatest number of repeat sightings!

Gender and age of all repeat ID'd seals in Looe

B Adult male
B Adult female

W Juvenile
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Interactions with humans
Seal disturbance and interaction with boats, includ ing feeding

Once again, large military ships were visible on the horizon, although these had no apparent effect on the
seals. Both seals were observed being disturbed during the seal survey — Level 1 - Pawprint looked round
as a small fishing boat passed by and level 2 - the adult male craned his neck to look at a passing yacht
and then moved about 5m to get closer to the water’s edge.

Interaction between boats and seals can be
extremely productive. This photo was taken
by Claire on 27" June from the Island at
around 5.30pm. The scene clearly shows the
fascination that people have for seals and
the pleasure on their faces is obvious. This
adult seal seems as interested in the
delighted boat occupants as they are in her!
This illustrates the power that our marine life
has, to excite and inspire people of all ages.

Marine debris_: The only marine debris that
was recorded during the survey was at site
2, plastic bottles.

Net entanglement : There were no sightings
of net entangled seals.
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Seasonal distribution of seals observed throughout the year

The maximum and average number of seals observed since Dec 2008 may indicate a secondary Spring
peak before the main peak during the offshore foraging season during the Summer months, but a lot more
data is needed to confirm this pattern. Seal numbers in June and July 2010 were expected to be higher
than observed. We will wait until next month (again!) to see if this expected increase materialises during a
survey. However, the wardens’ and public’s more frequent counts do show the expected Summer increase,
demonstrating the value of more frequent data collection!

Survey Results : Max seal numbers

Number of different seals observed
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The graph below simplifies the data collected into a single annual cycle of the maximum number observed
in any one month.

Simplified monthly maximum seal numbers

5
3
2
1
0 No survey
Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Number of seals
I
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Monthly average seal numbers

4

2

1

0 T T T T T T T T T NIO Survey
Jan Feb Mar Apr  May  Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov D

Whilst we currently only have double counts for 5 months of the year, it is hoped that the monthly averages
will provide a useful dataset. This also appears to confirm a Spring (moulting) and Summer (offshore
foraging) peaks with a drop off in seal numbers in December and January. More monthly surveys will
improve this dataset!

Number of seals
W

ec

These surveys entirely rely on the support of the Cornwall Wildlife Trust, their two island Wardens, the Looe
Voluntary Marine Conservation Area volunteers and Cornwall Seal Group. It was great this month to see
two new faces, both work experience students — Cerys and Frankie, alongside 6 of the longer serving
surveyors.
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Wardens’ sightings data

Between 15/06/10 and 12/07/10 the wardens collected a total of 47 different seal observation records,

continuing their commitment to learning more about the seals around St George’s Island. A seal

noticeboard has a prominent position in the new visitor centre and the new seal reporting form designed by
Claire to capture records made by visitors to the island has been used for the first time. Emma from CWT

has also provided seal ID card packs, deisgned by Sue, which visitors can use during their visits.

Seal Counts by Wardens 15/06/10 to 12/07/10
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Most seals observed by Claire were seen at sites 4 and 5, the Inner and Outer Ranneys. Seals were

observed at 2 others sites — site 2, the Jetty and site 3, the Little Island. The most frequently observed
number of seals seen by Claire continued to be 1, although two to six seals were observed on 18 other

occasions.
Wardens : Number of seals counted 15/06/10 to
12/07/10
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Wardens' seal counts by day

Maximum Number of seals sighted per day
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The graph above includes all of the 611 seal records kept by the wardens throughout this project. The

wardens were away from the island between 23/10/09 and 26/01/10 and 25/02/10 and 09/03/10. The graph
does appear to show a gradual rise in seal numbers throughout January, February and March to a moulting
peak in mid April 2010. After this numbers drop back to 2 seals, comparable with last May. Once again, the
more frequent warden sightings do appear to show a rise in seals using St George’s Island during June

until the 26™, after which numbers have declined.

2.0

Average number of seals observed by Wardens

1.0

Number of seals

0.0 A

:I]:I:Ijll T | T | T T
Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov De

m 2009 m 2010

C

The variation in the average number of seals observed by the Wardens is too small to be statistically

meaningful on its own, however, it is worth pointing out that the averages observed in 2010 have been
slightly higher than those observed in the same months in 2009 and this trend has continued into June (the
July 2010 average is not calculated on a full month’s set of data.)
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The Spring and Summer increase was mirrored by the monthly maximum number of seals sighted by the
wardens, with the maximum number of seals observed by the wardens in March, April and June being

more in 2010 than 2009, whilst May saw a lower maximum number of seals than last year.

Monthly maximum number of seals sighted by
wardens

Max number of different seals
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Public’s sightings data

For the first time ever, seal data has been captured from the public, thanks to Claire’s new recording form.

Seal counts by the public 09/06/10 to 08/07/10

Number of seals
I

09/06/2010
11/06/2010
13/06/2010
15/06/2010
19/06/2010
21/06/2010
23/06/2010
25/06/2010
27/06/2010
29/06/2010
01/07/2010
03/07/2010
05/07/2010

07/07/2010

Q = M w
17,-"06;"2010 __
—

27 counts were made between 09/06/10 and 08/07/10 with the maximum number of seals being recorded
as 7 on 24/06/10, which is not inconsistent with the maximum number of seals recorded by the wardens — 6

on 26/06/10. (NB the graph only shows the maximum number of seals observed for any one day and

multiple counts may have been made in one day.)
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Public : Number of seals counted 09/06/10 to
08/07/10
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As with the Warden’s data, the most frequently observed number of seals was 1 and most seals were
observed at site 4, presumably in the sea, which is reflected in 11 of the comments.

Seal Counts by the Public 09/06/10 to 08/07/10
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