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Watch for Journeying Juveniles

In the fall, the beach at the Piedras Blancas elephant seal colony is
sparsely populated, with just a few juveniles resting and playing.
Among these youngsters are some of this year's pups and others
from one to four years old. They're tired puppies who have returned
m long and often perilous journeys.
This time of year, visitors ask where these seals have been and
where all the others have gone. The misconception is that the seals
live here. Not exactly. This is their “home base” in the sense that
they return for a few months each winter to give birth and breed and
spend a few weeks in the summer molting and resting, but the seals
actually live in the sea most of their lives, or more accurately, under
the sea. Adult males spend eight months at sea and four on land.
Adult females and juveniles spend 10 months at sea and two on
land. Although they huddle together on the beach, their sojourns at
sea are solitary. cont. page 2

WHAT’S NEW AT FRIENDS

Happy birthday to us! This fall, Friends of the Elephant Seal marks
its fifth anniversary, and the Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctu-
ary notes the 10th anniversary of its designation. Both milestones
were honored' during Celebrate Your Sanctuary Day on Sept. 7 at
William R. Hearst State Beach. A fund-raising barbecue was hosted
by FES and MBNMS offered guided kayaking trips, with music and
exhibits by local environmental groups, including FES.
It's been an exciting five years for FES, a non-profit group sup-
ported by grants, memberships and donations, dedicated to educat-
ing people about the elephant seals and other area marine life.
" ce the seals began coming to Piedras Blancas in the early
~90s, the seal population has grown and the number of visitors to
the colony has increased. This year, as of June, FES' blue-jacketed
docents on the bluff had spoken to 49,682 visitors from around the
world as well as presenting talks and slide shows to schools and
other groups to 49,682 visitors from around the world as well as
cont. page 3

For up-to-date information
visit our website
www.elephantseal.org

Seal vs. Sea Lion

“Wow, these are the biggest sea lions
I've ever seen. Are they the same ones
we saw in San Francisco?”
Frequently comments like this can be
overheard at the elephant seal viewing
site. A blue-jacketed FES volunteer will
explain that the marine mammals that
the visitor is seeing are seals and not
sea lions. But is there an easy way to tell
the difference between these two types
of marine mammals, generally referred to
as pinnipeds? Yes, both seals and sea
lions have some distinctive characteris-
tics that allow for quick and easy identifi-
cation.
The first place to look is at the head. Do
they have external ears? If you answer
yes to that question, you are looking at a
sea lion or fur seal, both of which belong
to a category of pinnipeds called otariids.
Otariids, or eared seals, have external
ear flaps or pinnae that are easily seen.
True seals, or phocids, lack this external
ear flap. This is not to say that phocids
do not have ears, because they do. They
have small openings that lead to the ear
canal.
Next look at the foreflippers. The length
of the foreflipper varies between seals
(phocid) and sea lions/fur seals (otariid).
Otariids have elongated foreflippers that
they use as wings to propel them through
the water. Phocids have short, stubby
foreflippers, which serve to steer them
when they are in the water - much like a
rudder on a boat. Their main propulsion
cont. page 2




TING AROUND

Journeying Juveniles
Because they rarely go ashore
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during these months of diving
and feeding, no one knows ex-
actly where or how far each
age group goes, but using
time-depth recorders and ob-
serving tagged seals, it's
known that most of the older
males make the 5,000-mile trip
to the Aleutian Islands twice a
year. They travel along the
continental shelf and feed on
bottom fish at about 2,000 feet,
although dives to 5,000 feet
have been recorded. Females
and juveniles also go north,
although not usually as far,
feeding on squid and fish. The
most recently observed jour-
neying tagged elephant seal
was a young male in the bay at
Mt. Akutan, Alaska and an-
other juvenile was spotted off
the Oregon Coast.

While they're at sea, the seals
spend most of their time deep
under water. They can stay
down for over an hour and
they spend less than 15 per-
cent of their time at the sur-
face. They can sleep briefly
under water and occasionally
they rest at the surface.

In the fall, the adults are bulk-
ing up for the birthing and
breeding season, when they
will not eat. The males have to
put on enough blubber to fast
for three months and the fe-
males have to nourish their
bodies for the stresses of giv-
ing birth and nursing. Both
males and females lose up to
a third of their body weight
during these months of fasting.
As November approaches, the
subadult males will return to
the beach to haul out and rest
until the big males begin to ar-
rive, a sign that the excitement
of the birthing and breeding is
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Seal vs. Sea Lion

in the water comes from the side-
to-side movement of their hindflip-
pers. Another clue as to whether
you are viewing a phocid or an
otariid is how they move on land.
The phocids lack the ability to ro-
tate their hindflippers underneath
their bodies. This limits them to
moving in a sluggish fashion by
using their foreflippers to pull
themselves along. Otariids can
walk using both their hind- and-
foreflippers. This conveys an in-
creased agility on land as com-
pared to the otariids.

The final easy thing you can do to
tell apart these two types of pin-
nipeds is to listen. Most seals
make quieter, guttural sounds.
Sea lions/fur seals make a barking
sound much like a dog.

At the elephant seal viewing site,
you can usually see two types of
phocids and one type of otariid.
California sea lions inhabit the
large offshore rocks north of the
site. They are year-round resi-
dents. These noisy social animals
can be heard at the site more eas-
ily than they can be seen. One of
the phocids is the harbor seal
This small spotted seal can be
seen basking in the sun on the
rocks. Like the sea lions, they are
also year-round residents who
rarely spend time on shore. The
other phocid is of course the
northern elephant seal.






