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Key message

The Scottish grey seal population has increased, dominated by increases in
the east coast populations. The harbour seal populations on the west coast
are stable, whereas most populations in the Northern Isles, north and east

coast areas are declining, the reasons for which are unclear.

Background

Grey and harbour seals breed around the Scottish
coast and forage in its waters. As top predators,

seals can reflect the state of the marine ecosystem.

Key potential drivers or pressures include
pathogens, toxins and contaminants, competition
with other species, changes in prey availability,
underwater noise, disturbance, and fisheries and
aguaculture interactions.

This assessment uses estimates of seal numbers
from regular monitoring programmes focused on
seal haul-out sites and breeding colonies. The data
may also indicate major changes in distribution,
although this is less readily assessed from the
abundance surveys.

Figure :
Grey seal female with pup.
© K Robinson, Sea Mammal Research Unit.

Figure 2:
Grey seals hauled out in the summer.
© Monica Arso, Sea Mammal Research Unit.

The assessment uses three different datasets:

a. Grey seal pup production during the autumn/
winter breeding season (September -
December): Grey seal females give birth
to a single pup (Figure 1). Unlike harbour
seals, these pups remain on land for the first
few weeks of live and thus, can be counted,
allowing regional ‘pup production’ to be
estimated and trends assessed.

b. Grey seal abundance during the summer
(August): Outside the breeding season, grey
seals are highly mobile and range over large
distances, using different haul-out sites.
However, regional numbers in the summer
are useful for determining changes related to
overall abundance or redistribution.

For further information on this topic go to: https://marine.gov.scot/sma/assessment/seals




¢. Harbour seal abundance during the moult
(August): Counts during their annual
moult (Figure 2), when the majority of
the population are hauled out, are used to
estimate population size and assess trends.
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Results
Grey seal pup production

There has been an increase in total pup
production in Scotland since surveys began in
the 1960s. The number of pups born on the east
coast has increased exponentially. In the north
and west increases have also been seen, although
pup production has, for the most part, been
stable since around 2000 (Figure 3).
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Grey seal summer abundance

The grey seal summer counts are limited to . .
two time points, 2008 and 2014 (Figure 4).
The number of grey seals in Scotland during
this time was higher in 2014 than in 2008. At
a regional scale, numbers were stable in two of = . . | . | |
the management areas, Southwest Scotland and 1985 180 ses 2000 2008 20102018
North coast and Orkney. Over the six year period,

the abundance had increased by ~16.5%, thus not Figure 3:
contravening the relevant assessment value Grey seal pup production by seal management area. Source: SMRU
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Grey seal August counts used for the ind

dent population

Grey seal August counts used for the independent population estimate 2014
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Figure 5:

Harbour seal population trends ((a) Southwest Scotland
(b) West Scotland (c) Western Isles (d) Orkney and North
coast (e) Shetland (f) Moray Firth (red dots and trend are
fitted to the data for Loch Fleet to Findhorn, open circles
are Moray Firth) (g) East Scotland (red dots and trend are
Firth of Tay and Eden Estuary SAC, open circles are East
Scotland). Source: SMRU.

aMammal  projection: British National Grid; Datum: OSGB36. Contains GSHHS coastline data.

ﬁ:""‘ﬂm' Projection: British National Grid; Datum: OSGB36. Contains GSHHS coastline data. 'Sh o
) b Created by SMRU, February 2020 L i Created by SMRU, February 2020

Figure 4:

Grey seal summer abundance, 2008 (left) and 2014 (right). Seal management areas (blue lines) and

Scottish Marine Regions (green lines) shown. Source: SMRU. ‘ ‘ ‘
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Harbour seal abundance during
the moult

The trends in harbour seal abundance for

each management area, across the time series
available, is shown in Figure 5. In general,
populations have declined in north and east
Scotland (for unknown reasons), and trajectories
fell below both assessment values for the North
coast and Orkney, and East Scotland. Populations

are stable on the west coast of Scotland

and trajectories did not fall below the
assessment values for Southwest Scotland,
West Scotland, and the Western Isles. These
contrasting trends have resulted in research
to investigate the causes of the declines (Arso
Civil et al., 2018).
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Knowledge gaps

The main knowledge gap is a lack of
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Grey seals

Grey seals in Scotland, both the number of
pups born and the number of animals foraging
in Scottish waters during the summer, have
continued to increase and are above the
assessment values.



Status and trend assessment legend

Status assessment
(for Clean and safe, Healthy and biologically diverse assessments)

Trend assessment
(for Clean and safe, Healthy and biologically diverse and Productive assessments)
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ﬁ- No / little change
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Few or no concerns

P Decreasing

Few or no concerns, but some local concerns

I ?I No trend discernible
i=n

Few or no concerns, but many local concerns

_: 1_ All trends

Some concerns, but many local concerns

Confidence assessment

Lack of evidence / robust assessment criteria

Symbol Confidence rating

Lack of regional evidence / robust assessment criteria, but no or few
concerns for some local areas

T,:'j’ Low

Lack of regional evidence / robust assessment criteria, but some concerns
for some local areas

Tff'ﬂ’ Medium

Lack of regional evidence / robust assessment criteria, but many concerns
for some local areas
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Assessment regions S

Biogeographic, Charting Progress 2 (CP2) Regions. These
have been used as the assessment areas for hazardous
substances.
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The Scottish Marine Regions (SMRs; S1 - S11) and the Scottish Offshore
Marine Regions (OMRs, 01 - 010)

Key: S1, Forth and Tay; S2, North East; S3, Moray Firth; S4 Orkney Islands,
S5, Shetland Isles; S6, North Coast; S7, West Highlands; S8, Outer Hebrides; ‘ y

S9, Argyll; S10, Clyde; S11, Solway; 01, Long Forties, 02, Fladen and Moray Scottish Sea Areas as used in Scotland's Marine Atlas 2011.

Firth Offshore; 03, East Shetland Shelf; 04, North and West Shetland Shelf; These are sub divisions of the biogeographic, or Charting
05, Faroe-Shetland Channel; 06, North Scotland Shelf; 07, Hebrides Shelf; Progress 2 (CP2), Regions.

08, Bailey; 09, Rockall; 010, Hatton.
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