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ABSTRACT

In the past extralimital finds of arctic seals on the Westeuropean continental coast (northern Denmark to southern Spain)
were rarely recorded. At present much more cases are known. According to the author this is due to more naturalists visit-
ing the coasts, more and better identification manuals, the creation of seal rehabilitation centres where ill and abandoned
baby seals were brought to and yearly published lists of marine mammals found on the coasts. The last two developments
gave rise to networks of interested collaborators and thus to increased awareness.

In a number of articles (van Bree 1977, van
Bree & ‘t Hart 1990, van Bree ef al. 1994. van
Bree 1996, van Bree 1997, van Bree et al. 1997
and Derix & van Bree in press) attention was
drawn to extralimital records of arctic seals on
the continental coast of West Europe (northern
Denmark to southern Spain). It would have
been logical to note also the extralimital records
of arctic pinnipeds on the coasts of the United
Kingdom and Ireland. But, as the present
author found out long ago, many of these re-
cords were and are published in local natural
history journals, which are unavailable in
libraries on the continent and which are not

indexed in the Zoological Record or similar
journals. The listing of these non-continental
records better can be done by an inhabitant of
one of the two countries.

It was striking that on the continent the arc-
tic seals, the Harp Seal, Phoca groenlandica, the
Ringed Seal, Phoca hispida, the Hooded Seal,
Cystophora cristata, the Bearded Seal, Ergnathus
barbatus and the Walrus, Obodenus rosmarus, were
known in the past only from very few specimens
(see Mohr 1952). But during the last 25 years
more and more animals were found, in particu-
lar Ringed Seals, Hooded Seals and Harp Seals.

It must be said, however, that in the eyes of a
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Fig. 1. Extralimital records of four arctic seal species on the Westeuropean continental coast (northern Denmark to south-
ern Spain) during the past 30 years. Below the years in which the animals were found. Below also the years in which two
important seal rehabilitation centres were founded (1) and the year in which the yearly reporting of marine mammals on

the coast of France started (2); see text.

layman young Harp Seals and Hooded Seals are
easily mistaken for aberrant Harbour Seals,
Phoca vitulina. And adult Hooded Seals are mis-
taken for large Grey Seals, Halichoerus grypus.
Even trained zoologists have sometimes difficul-
ties correctly identifying Ringed Seals. About the
rather rare Bearded Seal not much can be said,
although its square-shaped flippers and its very
long whiskers set it aside from Harbour Seals
and Grey Seals. Only the Walrus, even when it is
young, has such an odd and characteristic shape,
that also laymen recognize the species at once.
But why the rarity of these arctic seals in the
past and why are they found so much more at
present? In the species accounts cited at the
beginning of this article, the author has brought
forward as explanation that three factors may
have caused the difference between the past and
the present situation. To wit, there are at present
many more naturalists roaming along the coast,
there are now more and better identification
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manuals, and the influences of the creation of
seal rehabilitation centres and the publication of
yearly reports concerning marine mammals
found dead and alive on the coasts and thus
causing a greater awareness.

The first two factors are self-evident. The
other one needs some explanation. In the
Netherlands the late Mr G.J. de Haan started in
1951 to bring sick adult seals and orphaned ones
to a facility behind his small natural history mu-
seum on the island of Texel. Once the animals
were healthy again or could live independently,
they were set free. In the beginning he only took
animals found along the shores of the island.
Later on came also seals found on other North
Sea islands in the Netherlands and from beaches
on the mainland. His possibilities, however, were
limited, so the number of seals he took care of
was also limited. B

In 1971 Mrs Lenie ‘t Hart at Pieterburen, a
small village near the north coast of the Nether-
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Fig. 2. Extralimital records of Harp Seals, Phoca groenlandica, on the Westeuropean continental coast during the past 15
years. Black dots represent adult specimens, circles young animals. After van Bree e al. 1997.

lands and Mr W. Schumann at Norden/Nord-
deich, also a small village near the German
North Sea coast north of Embden, started to
take care of ill adult and orphaned baby seals. At
first in a rather primitive way but later very pro-
fessionally. During the first years only animals
found nearby the recovery centres were treated
but later, thanks to a network of dedicated col-
laborators, seals also came from other European
countries, sometimes as far as Spain and Portu-
gal.

One vyear later, in 1972, Dr R. Duguy of the
Natural History Museum at La Rochelle in
France started to report yearly on the marine
mammals found on the Atlantic and Mediterra-
nean coasts of France. In the beginning the lists
were rather short but in the course of years a net-
work arose of coast guards, members of the
police force, naturalists and others, who all
reported strandings and observations. The yearly
reports were first published in the journal
Mammalia, later in the Annales de la Société des
Sciences naturelles de la Charente-Maritime. 1t is a pity
that, after the retirement of Dr Duguy, nobody
took over the publication of these important
yearly reports. There are, however, plans to start
publishing again these reports regularly.

Later on, two more seal recovery centres were
founded on the German Atlantic coast at
Friedrichskoog and Biisum. Seals were also

brought to the newly created Océanopolis at
Brest in France and to the Fiskeri og Sefart
Museum at Esbjerg in Denmark. At all the
places mentioned seals could be studied at close
quarters and staff members of the seal centres
became well trained in recognizing the different
species. Many illustrated newspaper articles con-
cerning the centres and on the rare animals they
treated were published, so that the general public
became more “seal-minded”. This in turn was
the cause that more ill and young seals, which
lost contact with their mothers, were reported.

In figure 1 the extralimital records of arctic
seals during the past 30 years are summarized.
In figure 2, concerning Harp Seals, the black
dots represent adult specimens, the circles young
animals. At the bottom of the graphs the years
are indicated in which the seals were found. If
the same animal was observed more than once
and at different localities, it is enumerated only
once. This explains the difference between the
reviews published by Born (1988 & 1992) on
Walruses and our figure.

The figures demonstrate clearly what has
been stated before and the fact that arctic seals
can be classed into three different groups. The
first group consists of the ones which only rarely
are seen on the Westeuropean continental coast,
to wit the Bearded Seal and the Walrus. The sec-
ond group consists of seals which are seen regu-
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larly in small numbers, the Ringed Seals and
juvenile Hooded Seals. The increase of records
of Ringed and Hooded Seals over the last
decades coincides with the establishment of seal
rehabilitation centres and their alleged rarity in
the past must almost certainly be ascribed to
identification problems. The third group con-
tains only one species, the Harp Seal, of which
adult specimens are only observed in so-called
“invasion years”, when they come in large num-
bers to the south from arctic waters driven by
lack of food (e.g. 1987/1988 and 1995/1996).
Young specimens of this species are probably
also occurring in small numbers in other years
but likely escape correct specific identification.
The find of a less than one year old female
drowned in a net near Arcachon in France
(44°40°N, 1°11’W) on 9-VII-1996 may be an
indication for this assumption.

One of the conclusions of this study is that in
future Ringed Seals, Phoca hispida, and young
Hooded Seals, Cystophora cristata, must be given
the status of regular visitor in Westeuropean fau-
nal works on mammals. And it would be sensible
to list Harp Seals, Phoca groenlandica, Bearded
Seals, Erignathus barbatus, and Walruses, Odobenus
rosmarus, as stragglers from the far North,
Hopefully the custom in observing seals more
carefully and to take care of orphaned and ill
seals will continue and that thus more will
become known about these insufficiently studied
mammals.
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