




































































































































































































































































































































































































































Pinnipeds (Seals, Sea lions and Walruses) 

Seals are the only group of pinnipeds that occur on the Scotian Shelf. They are awkward on 
land but graceful swimmers that are well adapted to the marine environment. They have 
streamlined bodies with an insulating layer of blubber to protect them from cold waters. 
Unlike whales, pinnipeds generally are covered with a well-developed pelage consisting of 
short, somewhat stiff hairs in the case of seals and fur in the case of sea lions and fur seals. 
The pinnipeds haul out on land or ice to give birth and suckle their young, with the exception 
of walruses that nurse aquatically. 

Seals generally have a higher rate of reproduction than whales, with mature females giving 
birth each year to one pup (on rare occasions, two). Only two species of seals breed on the 
Scotian Shelf, the harbour seal and the grey seal. Seals are vulnerable to disturbance during 
pupping. Response to the disturbance varies by species and according to the nature and 
duration of the disturbance. 

Seals eat a wide variety of fish, crustaceans, and cephalopods (Bowen and Siniff 1999). They 
appear to vary their diets by season and area to take advantage of prey that are plentiful. 
Many studies have shown that although seals will eat a variety of species, two to five species 
will make up the bulk of their diet at any one time (Bowen and Siniff 1999). Most of the fish 
eaten are relatively small and fall within a range of 10 to 35 centimetres (Bowen and Siniff 
1999). 

The harp and hooded seals have been sighted more frequently on the eastern Scotian Shelf 
in recent years. Whitehead et al. (1998) speculated that increased sightings on the shelf may 
be due to increased population size or may be related to changes in the oceanic environment. 
Ringed seals are also occasionally seen on Sable Island (Bowen, pers. communication). 
Table 7-2 lists and briefly describes the seals occurring on the Scotian Shelf. 

Harbour seal (Phoca vitulina) 

Harbour seals are non-migratory seals that seem to stay near areas where they haul out 
(Bowen and Siniff 1999). Juveniles disperse farther from their birth location before settling 
in a home range; however, studies in Europe have found that most pups stay within 50 
kilometres or even 20 kilometres of sites where they were tagged (Thompson and Harkonen 
cited in Bowen and Siniff 1999). Occasionally, groups of adults and juveniles may move to 
new foraging grounds. There are seasonal changes in movements. For example, some 
populations move to take advantage of foraging areas that are seasonally productive, such as 
spawning concentrations of fish. Animals congregate seasonally in breeding and moulting 
areas but disperse more widely at other times of the year (Whitehead et al. 1998). 

Thousands of harbour seals breed along the Atlantic coast of Nova Scotia and less than 50 
breed on Sable Island, the only offshore breeding location in eastern Canada. The Sable 
Island population has been declining since the early 1990s likely due to several factors, such 
as increased shark predation on juveniles and reduced female fertility (Bowen cited in 
Whitehead et al. 1998). When disturbed, harbour seal mothers are likely to enter the sea, 
usually with their pup. Although harbour seal pups are accon~plished swimmers within 
hours of birth, repeated and extended disturbances may increase the risk of shark predation. 
As well, pups that are forced into rough seas are placed at risk of drowning (Bowen, pers. 
communication). 




























































































































