GALAPAGOS SEA LIONS AND FUR SEALS

by Fritz Trillmiclh

The order Pinnipedia (most closely related to the Carnivores) comprises three familics:

a) Earless seals: frue seals or phocids (Phocidae)
o) Eared seals: sea lions and fur seals (Otaridas)
e} Walruses {Cdobenidac)

All species recorded in Galipagos waters belong to the family of the eared seals (Olaridac),
They can easily be distinguished from the true seals (Phocidae) by their external ears and their
way of locomotion. True seals have very weak foreflippers, and cannot turn their hindflippers
torwards under the body. Therefore, their flippers ace oot much help in terrestrial locomotion
which is achieved by sinuseidal movement of the body, or a hitching shuffle, Eared seals can
walk etficiently on land, however, with their strong forelimbs and rotatuble hind flippers,

When swimming, true seals propel themsslves with sideways thruses of the hind (ippers, whersas
sea lons and fur seals swim with winglike up and dewn steokes of their foreflippers,

Thirge species of eared seals have heen recorded from the Galipapes, the Galipagos sea lion, the
Cealapagos fur seal, and the South American sea lion (only one report of the discovery of a dead
male, by Wellington and De%nes 1970), The 5. American sea lion will ke omitted here,

I Galipugos sea fion —  Zalophus colifornionuws wollebaeki
SRR Lobo de un peln (de Galdnageos ) .
Frerch: Qtaric de Goldnagns
rerman: Galipagos Seclowe

SYSTEMATICS AND CLOSEST RELATIVES

The Galidpagos sea lion is considered by Scheffer (1958] ta be a subspecies of the California
sed lion (Zalophus ccalifornianes), Marphologcally it differs from the Californian race mainly
by its smaller size, The considerable confusion about Galdpagos sea lion systematics is fully
reviewed in Orr's {1966 article on the mammalian fauna of the Galdpagas.

FIELD IDENTIFICATION (gec also Fig. 1)

Adult males are easily recognised by their very jutting foreheads and great size. Females arc
saller and lack the protruding fomehead. Neck and abdomen appear relatively longer than in

Cur seals, the snout is long and nirow and nol os uplurned as in the fur seal, Sea lons have much
smaller eyves, relabive to head size, than fur seals. Some males have light prey backs, but all other
animigls look almost black when wet, Oa land the fus lilzh[::n:-; s il dries, Coloration iz somewhot
polymorphic, most animals are light grev-brown to golden-brown, or occasionally grev o
blackish. The adult Moy is incenspicucus sspecially when wet,

A arule sea lions move slowly when on land, and have geeat difficuley in climbing.

The dark brewn of newborn pups Cades gradually until after 3 - 5 months it has beceme very
lightt Treorwen, almiost wdult eolar, Pups meln inte the adule fur when abaour 5 moenchs old,



Initially, immature fur scals and sea lion pups may be canfused with each ather, hut head
form and land locomotion can always clearly distinguish them, as well as the type of fur an
closer inspection,

STATUS OF THE POPULATION

The Galdpagas sea lion population is at present estimated at about 40,000 animals, Tourist
sites with hig sea lion colonies are Pra, Suares {Cspafola), Scuth Plusy [sland, Mosquera (in
the charnel between Baltra and North Sevmour), Ribida, South James Bay (Santiage), and
P, Bspinosa (Fernandina). The last colony has strongly decreased in numbers during the last
WLLTE,

This species has never been commercially exploited, although occasionally adults have heen
killed for their skins, of to provide sca-ion tooth necklaces for tourist sales. This scems
Calmost?} to have died out in the last few years.

An epizoatic discase, the exact nature of which is still unknown, has spread throughout the
population ance about 1970, and may have killed as many as 5085 of the animals, But some
infected animals are konown te have recovered, so that we can be sure extinetion of the
subspecies 18 nol to he feared from this cause,

DISTRIBUTION WITHIN THE ISLANDS ANI? HABITAT

Sedt lions breed on all major islands and many small islets and are rerularly sean on all islands,
and even rocks, save lor a few small extremely steep ones, As bre eding habitar, sea lions
prefer gently sloping beaches, whether sandy or rocky. Any sich aren easily accessible even al
low tide (mo extended intertidal with rough rocks or difficult lava formations), is very likely
to harbour a sea lion colony; although in some areas introduced does may have vitisted such
habitats. Park wardens repeatedly report observations of dops killing sea licnepups,

MNATURAL HISTORY

The Galipagos sea lons re produce mainly during the cooler gana season (Mav—June to
December—January). The reproductive scason lasts for about 6—8 months, depending an the
size of the local population. Births occur 1=3 months earlier on Fernanding, the most western
islacul of the archipelago, than on Fspanola, the island furthest to the southeast, The causes
ter this time difference in the onset of the reproductive season are unknown,

Females bear ane pup (no ungguivecsl evidence of tvan hirths exises) which thay murse until
the next is born. Some mathers will then nurse bath pup and ane year old tnmature together.,
As long as a mother does not have another pup, she may continue nursing an initial one for up
to 3 years, or even longer.

The mother usually stays with the newbarn pup for the first week, After this, she regulary
gocs off to [eed by day, coming back almost every night ta suckle the pup. When approaching
the shore from the sea, she begins to utter a special pup-attraction coll, continuing on land as
she moves up to the place she left her pup. Usually the Pup responds at once, cunming to ics
maother and beginning to suckle, after being subjected to her final olfacta ry check,

Mothers nurse only their own pups,

Females come inte cestews roughly one month after parturition. Aller copulation the
fertilized egy remains floating in the uterus for about two months. It then implants and
beging Lo develop. As this development takes about nine months, an anmual cvele of birth
and copulation iz thus made possible,
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Fig 1. left adult fomale sea lion, pich? adult male sca lion,

Fig 2. fefr adult female fur seal, #iehd adult male Tur seal.

afraanings by Keiseting Triflmieh
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P'ups begin to swim independently of the mother when about one to twa weaks old, They

very often play and sleep together in groups. Any adults which happen to be sighted with such
groups are nol protecting or guarding the pups in any way, they are merely “disinterested™
arimals having a rest, Shortly after the molt the young begin to fish for themselves, thus becomang
increasingly independent of the mothers” milk.

Adult males claim scetions of the coastline a3 territories which they defend vigorously against
trespassers, They hold these territeries for from 10 days to 3 months or lonprer, depending on
the papulation density and the time of the season. Generally, the denser the pepulation of |
beach and the closer to the peak of the reproductive season, the shorter is the territory
maintenance of individual hulls,

The bulls court females in oestrus for extended periods, following them incessantly. Most
copulations take place in the water. Although bulls sometimes tey to herd females, they have
ne direct influence en their distribution on land. and cannot prevent their moving frealy
between the territories of different males.

During my two-yvear study of the behaviour of the Galipa ros sen lion, 1 failed to make a single
convinging bservation of the formerly described “paternal’” belhavicur of sea lian bulls to pLps
(see Eibl-Eibesleldt 1955, Barlow 1972, 1974, If bulls have heen abserved “ehasing'" pups and
juveniles out of the water onta land, this phenomenon may cqually well be due ta a flight
reacltion of the younesters from any fast-movipg animal advancing upon them. A fomale
suddenly entering a tidepool just a5 easily sends pps stampeding up anta land. Balls scen
chasing sharks away [rom the colony are not necessarily defending pups or juveniles, but may
be following the nommal mabbing response of sea lions against sharks, shown even by immature
sea lions, (*Mobbing' means a group harassment of a predator by its potential prev),

Sea lions feed mainly during the day. In fresh vomit found accasionally, smull fish (sardines™)
up to 20 cm lone predominate.

Il Galapagos fur seal — Arcracephulus y:?.’.z.:'}:'.igm_?__mr’;z
Seunied Loba de dog pelos (de Galdpagos)
French! Flhrogue au fourrnire { de Guidragos)
Crerman. Cralapagos Seebar for &, Pelzrabibe)

SYSTEMATICS AND CLOSEST RELATIVES

The Galapagos fur seal is recognised as a separate species in the latest revision of the systematics
of the southern fur seals (Repenning et al. 1971 Earliar investipators {King 1964, Scheffer
19580 had thought it a subspecies of the South American tur seal { Aretocephalus australis),

But a5 Repenning at ¢l (19717 could show a reliable difference in the skulls of the Sauth
American fur seal and the Galapagos Tur seal, it scems reasonable Lo congider the latter a specics
of its own.

FIELI IDENTIFICATION {see also Fig. 2)

The Galapages fur seal is much smaller than the sea lien, Adult males have a conspicuously
thack neck, hur the focehead protrades 4}r||__'_.' :-;l'i_ghtl:,,', Fermales are maore slender and considerably
smaller than the males, Both are easily distinguished from the sea lions by their larger eves,
shorter nose and completely different calls, The fur when dry appears darck brown and fluf fy
{Lor rarely, pald-brown or silver-grey). Wet animals laok almost black, A fur seal's ears stick out
tar more obviously than a sea lion™s. This is very useful in dislinguishing between swimming fur
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sedls and sea lions, Fur seals ave fhe lubit of ceating head dosen s the sater wieth ondy the
rear Dlippers visthle, Fur seals jump easily from rock 1o rock, move Taster apd ssliop muach
more than sea lons,

Mew born fur seals are far smaller Cea. 3.3 kgl than newhorn sea Lions (i, § Ke) Their Turss
almesl Black al birth, sometimes with grey or white margims arownd the mowth and nose. The
fur gradually bghtens oo chocolate brown, During (e Fourth month they wnderao @ molt
inte the adult fur,

STATUS OF THE PO LA TION

Extensive sealing during the end of the Jast and carly in this contury meardy extermimited the
Cralapagos Tur seal, In chee 19405 local fishermen already snew of the existenee of eneat

colemies an Pinta and Marchena (F. Angermayer, persocomen. ). Later, e species was also foumd
to b widespread and abundant on Fernondima and morthern lsabele. The present population

is estimated at about 40000 animals.

Festing fur scals can regularly be seen Trom the hoat on Cordon Bocks (east of Plazas), The Tur
=il prottos near James Hiuy on Santisgo provide the best apportumity for close samee abservation
ol this species.

Fur seals wre less allected by the epizoolie disease than sen lors, Bul edult males, huving heen
seriously dmjured in rereitorial Dbl and theeelone apen (o inlecion, Treguently & ol 1L

PISTRIGLTION WITHINS THE ISLANIS AR HABITAT

The densest and Tarpest Cur seal popobetons bbbt Bsabela amd Fermoncing o the woest, amd
Finta, Marchen, Genosesa and Wol 1 the nozthe OF Gie central shands ol tee archipe laga,
Sanfiage, Santa Croe, Babide, Sevanour Norte, Baltro amd Pinzan harbar fur seal populaticoons.
the order indicating decreasing population siee. While very small hroeding colonics fay cxist
on Floresaa and San Cristobal, Fspaiola s vistbed only occasionally by stragelers, and no
Chservalions have Been made on Santy Fe.

Fur seal Babitat iz often very rugged, so that e ansmals st e and climb a lat, Shady
restinge places abound, Sl caves, pockets oo the v, or hales between or below boulders
are of vitul thermorepulatory importanee, capecially for small pops, who often cannol enter
the water mear theire birthplace without the rask of being washed out to sea.

Fur seal colonics are always close 1o Jeep water (200 fathoms or more ). Local upwelling of
colder water from the deep, besides having @ beneficial effect on lowering ambient
temperaturne, may be o necessary condition for the nourishment of a sizeable fur seal colony.
Arcund Cerro Azul {Isabela), predation by antroduced dogs scems to have brought abaut the
confinement of breeding colonies to places cul ofF Frome Jand access by steep eliffs.

NATURAL CHSTORY

The repraductive season of the fur seals lasts from August throogh November, [n 1977 the
kirth peak an Fernanding was tn he First week of October.

Abemale bears ane pupr, and stavs with il unlld comng mlo oestrus and copulating with the
Lerriborial male, vsually about o week after partuntion. She then goes of 1 Lo feed (usually at
nights), relurning Lo Lthe pup every day or every ather dav. Mother-pup recognition functions
easenfially as described above for the sea lion.






If the mother has o one-vear old juvenale, she vsually abandons the newbaorn, at the latest alter
copulation, Aggressicon of the one-vear-old grows against the newbaorn pup as it tries ever maore
desperately to get to the mother’s teats, She defends it half-heartedly fram these attacks, and
wery aften the older pup succceds in driving the ather away, even befare the mother comes
into oestrus, In rare cases dircet fratricide is obsered.

Young Galapapes fur seals are dependent on the mother's care for about 2 vears, I the mother
paves birth again after thas penod, she usually drives off the 2=vear old, But if she Jdoes not give
birth again, she can be seen later on s6ll nursing 4 "Baby™ about as big as herself,

Fups play together in groups, first in little puddles and isolated poals, later also in calm open
water. As with adults, pups are almast never found slesping in body contact, quite unlike ssa
lions where both adults and pups love to sleap almest in a pile. Duning their second year of lile
juveniles begrin to hunt for themselves, and become inereasingly independent, nevertheless chey
still search cut their mothers regularly, and drink for heurs on end, when they meet her,

Males establish territories before the first females come into oostrus, They defend thess
torritorics for about 4—0 weeks without once roing out (o feed, They are usually ousted by a
challenging male or leave when thoroughly exhausted, As the peak of the reprodustive season
approaches, the duration of such territory moadntenance shortens 1o about 2 weeks,

WMore than D05 of the copulations take place on land. A territorial male initiates copulation by
approaching females in aestrus and mounting. Fernales ready (o copulate usually submat to him
without much resistance; but when approached by a trespassing male, they defend thomselves
vigourously and almost always suceessfully, Such a fight is often interrupled by the approach
of the territorial male, who chases off the trespasser and checks up on the female, snilfing her
[ace.

Fur seals feed mostly during the night. Occazsionally collected vomil samples showed that their
dict is small fish and squids,
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