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DIURNAL MOVEMENTS OF THE NEW ZEALAND
FUR SEAL AT KAIKOURA
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SUMMARY

At Kaikoura the greatest number of seals were ashore during mid afternoon,
especially when this coincided with low tide. This is the best time of the day
to count them.

INTRODUCTION AND METHODS

The New Zealand fur seal (Arctocephalus jorsteri) is one of the least
known of pinnipeds. This paper describes diurnal movements of the
New Zealand fur seal at Kaikoura and recommends the most suitable
times of day at which to census the colony.

The fur seal colony at Kaikoura is composed mainly of males and
numbers fluctuate annually between about 60 in summer and 550 in
winter (Stonehouse 1965). Breeding has not been recorded. The
decrease in numbers during the summer is thought to be caused by
departure of seals for the breeding grounds in the south.

Sugarloaf Point, the most seaward part of the Kaikoura Peninsula,
was selected because it has most seals and fewest interruptions from
people. Counts were made hourly with 10 x 50 binoculars from the
bluff above the point and the state of the tide was noted. Low tide
exposes a greater area of rock on which seals rest, and, consequently,
they tend to spread out more and are easier to count.

RESULTS

The number of fur seals was lowest in the morning and increased to
a maximum in mid afternoon (Fig. 1). This pattern was most marked
when low tide in the afternoon gave maximum rock exposure (Fig. 1
(a), (b)) but was still distinct when high tide occurred in the afternoon
(Fig. l (c) ) .

The movement of seals was also influenced by the tides. Off-shore
rocks were used most at low tide and seals moved in toward the peninsula
as the tide rose and waves washed over the rocks. As the tide receded,
seals again moved back to the outer rocks in preference to the main-
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FIG. 1—Number of seals ( ) in relation to time of day and tide ( ) :
(a) May 10-11, 1966; (b) Sep 23-25, 1967; (c) Sep 29- Oct 2, 1967.

land. Curiously, some of the outer rocks were never, or rarely, used
although they were never covered by the tide and appeared ideal for
resting.

In September 1967 up to fifty seals, judged by size to be yearlings
or possibly two year olds, were counted on each visit.

DISCUSSION

The New Zealand fur seal has been observed feeding during the day
but most feeding is done at night (Street 1964). Thus seals haul out
to sleep during the day, which explains the diurnal pattern described.
How many feed in the sea by day is unknown. A similar pattern has
been recorded for the Weddell seal {Leptonychotes weddelli) (Smith
1965), Stellar sea lion (Eumetopias jubata) (Mathisen and Lopp 1963),
and Hawaiian monk seal (Monachus schauinslandi) '(Butler and
Udvardy 1966), but the Cape fur seal (Arctocephalus pusillus) feeds
during the day and rests at night (Rand 1959).

The movement of seals away from land at low tide is probably a
precaution against land predators. Even a sheep that wandered close
to a group of seals frightened them all into the sea, though fishing
boats moved about within 100 feet of the colony without disturbing
them.
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Only a few small seals and occasional pups have been recorded at
Kaikoura previously (Stonehouse 1965). The increased number of
small seals at many non-breeding winter colonies supports the suggestion
that numbers of fur seals are increasing.

The most reliable estimate of the population can probably be made
in late winter when it is to be expected that the period of highest
mortality for the year will be over. The northern fur seal {Callorhinus
ursinus) is pelagic all winter and impossible to census (Baker, Wilke,
and Baltzo 1963). We do not yet know how many New Zealand fur
seals (if any) are pelagic through winter but a study of marked
individuals should give some indication.

The Cape fur seal (Rand 1959) and the Stellar sea lion (Mathisen
and Lopp 1963) have been successfully surveyed from the air. Since
the terrain and problems of cryptic colouration are similar in New
Zealand, an aerial survey to assess the population should not be difficult
around New Zealand during the breeding and winter periods. Any
areas which have significant populations but are dangerous for flying
could be surveyed by boat. The best time for census seems to be in
the afternoon, but with experience it should be possible to correct
numbers counted at any time of day and state of tide.
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CORRIGENDUM

N.Z. Jl mar. Freshwat Res. 2 (1): 32, 36.

p. 32, lines 22 and 23; p. 36, lines 12 and 14. For "McLennan" read
"McLellan".


