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Review

Folklore and chimerical numbers:
review of a millennium of interaction
between fur seals and humans in the New Zealand region
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Abstract The increase in numbers and range
expansion of New Zealand fur seals (Arctocephalus
forsteri Lesson) in the New Zealand region has
prompted many people to comment on their effects
on the marine and coastal environments. Overall
there are anomalies in the data describing the
distribution and abundance of fur seals in the New
Zealand region, and there is a need for a better
understanding of the interactions with humans and
the impacts on the New Zealand environment. The
distribution resulting from the present pattern of
re-colonisation differs from the perception of their
distribution before decimation by humans. We
hypothesise that the pristine distribution was
temperate rather than subantarctic. Previously
published records which have documented changes
in the abundance and distribution of the species are
shown to be wanting. The most controversial
management issue is interaction with commercial
fisheries where we conclude that neither of the
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extreme options, culling of seals nor closure of some
fishing grounds, is justified. Other issues addressed
include tourism, te tikanga Maori o mahinga kai
(the customary use of wildlife by Maori), and
impact of fur seals on the coastal environment. This
species offers a rare and exciting opportunity to test
the theoretical processes of population expansion
that can be investigated as a natural experiment.
We suggest that the current management policy
should remain unchanged until the current paucity
of information on the degree of interaction between
fur seals and humans has been addressed.
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INTRODUCTION

Recently scientists, politicians, conservationists,
and fishing industry representatives have
commented on the real and postulated effects of an
increasing New Zealand fur seal (Arctocephalus
forsteri Lesson) population on human activities and
the New Zealand environment. Overall there is a
need for a better understanding of the distribution
and abundance (e.g., Mattlin 1987; Crawley 1990;
Duncan 1991; Taylor 1992; Richards 1994; Anon.
1995; Barton 1996), the interactions with humans
(e.g., Talley 1991; Stevens 1999), and the impacts
of fur seals on the New Zealand environment (e.g.,
Talley 1991; Anon. 1997;Best 1998; Stevens 1999).
We saw a need therefore to expand our brief review
of past exploitation (Lalas & Bradshaw 1998), to
re-examine the available data on the current trends
in A. forsteri abundance and distribution, and to
explore the possible outcomes of an increasing fur
seal population on human activity and the New
Zealand environment.
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New Zealand fur seals are distributed around
New Zealand, the southern coastline of Australia,
and Australasian temperate and subantarctic islands
(Crawley 1990; Shaughnessy et al. 1994). Genetic
analyses suggest that A. forsteri in New Zealand
and the southern islands are genetically isolated
from those in Australia (Lento et al. 1994, 1997),
so we restrict our review to the population in the
New Zealand region. Fur seals there were decimated
by Polynesian hunting (Smith 1989) followed by
European commercial sealing (Taylor 1982; Mattlin
1987). However, in recent years the population size
has increased and the breeding distribution has
expanded northward (Taylor 1982, 1992, 1996; Dix
1993a; Lalas & Harcourt 1995; Taylor et al. 1995;
Lalas & Murphy 1998; Bradshaw et al. 2000).

In contrast to practically all indigenous fauna
of New Zealand (King 1984; Stevens et al. 1995),
New Zealand fur seals today appear largely
unaffected by the human alteration of the New
Zealand environment. However, many South Island
colonies now abut rural and urban areas (Lalas &
Bradshaw 1998) and this proximity to people has
raised conservation issues that are not usually
encountered with wildlife at more remote locations.
In this paper we review the history of human
exploitation and the subsequent population trends.
Next we outline the anomalies in population
estimates and census methods for New Zealand fur
seals with a re-assessment of population models.
We also discuss the evidence for competition
between fur seals and commercial fisheries in light
of population increases, and assess other types of
impacts that an increasing fur seal population will
have on humans and the environment. Finally, we
offer future research and management recom-
mendations.

REVIEW OF HISTORIC EXPLOITATION
BY HUMANS

Prehistoric exploitation for food
Breeding by New Zealand fur seals was widespread
around North Island and South Island before the
arrival of Polynesians (Maori) in c. 1000 A.D.
(Cassels 1984; Smith 1985, 1989). Subsistence
hunting progressively eliminated fur seals from
north to south and their mainland breeding range
was confined to south-western South Island by the
time of the initiation of continual European contact
in the late 18th Century (Smith 1989) (Fig. 1: New
Zealand locations mentioned in this review are

shown in this figure, except those for which
geographic co-ordinates are provided). This
disappearance has been attributed to human impact
because there is no evidence for any other
environmental change that could have accounted
for such a dramatic decrease in range (Anderson &
McGlone 1992). The near elimination of the
mainland fur seal population over 800 years could
have resulted from only a 0.5% average annual rate
of decrease in numbers (Lalas & Bradshaw 1998).

The importance of fur seals as a source of food
for prehistoric Polynesians has been well docu-
mented (Cassels 1984; Davidson 1984; Smith
1989). Fur seals were a major source of meat
through the early centuries of human settlement and
matched the importance of moa (Dinornithiformes)
at many sites (Davidson 1984). Localised extirp-
ation of fur seals chronologically matched the
extermination of moa and this paucity of large prey
after 1500 A.D. caused a stabilisation (McGlone et
al. 1994) or even a reduction (Anderson 1983) in
the size of the human population in southern South
Island. After the demise of breeding colonies, the
taking of fur seals was restricted to non-breeders
(Smith 1996).

The importance of fur seals has not been
documented in Maori oral histories of the pre-
European period. Fur seals were not mentioned in
an account of Maori fishing methods by Best
(1929). However, Beattie (1994) did describe
hunting methods and utilisation of fur seals by South
Island Maori, although his only report of breeding
was at Taiaroa Head (45°46'S, 170°44'E), Otago
Peninsula. Beattie (1994) mentioned only two other
hunting locations: Banks Peninsula, notably around
Akaroa (43°49'S, 172°57'E) and, less specifically,
the western coast of South Island. The taking of fur
seal pups at South Island through summer was
shown in a Maori calendar for the harvest of food
resources by Dacker (1990), but older animals were
not mentioned. This record is inconsistent with the
archaeological evidence that indicates both pups
and adults were taken at breeding colonies (Smith
1985, 1989).

The prehistoric depletion of fur seals on the New
Zealand mainland by Polynesian subsistence
hunting was in contrast to the sustainable harvest
at Chatham Islands, 870 km east of South Island.
Although Polynesians (Moriori) colonised Chatham
Islands during or before the 16th Century (King
1989), fur seals were still numerous at the time of
first contact with Europeans in 1791 (Richards
1982). Oral records of hunting fur seals (Richards


