ALASKA

Harbor seal
decline studied in
Kenai Fjords

Marine wildlife including
harbor seals (Phoca vitulina) are
major visitor attractions in the
productive, deep-water fjords
adjacent to Kenai Fjords National
Park (Alaska). Numerous tour
boats bring hundreds of visitors
to these waters daily to view seals
hauled out on ice calved from
tidewater glaciers. However, dis-
turbing declines in harbor seal
populations prompted park re-
source staft to study impacts to
the population. In 1980, more
than 1,600 seals were counted at
the head of Aialik Bay, yet fewer
than 300 seals have been counted
annually in the same waters since
1989. One ongoing study docu-
ments the relationship between
an approaching vessel and a seal’s
behavior to avoid the distur-
bance. Results may aid the park
in developing and recommend-
ing guidelines for vessels ap-
proaching seals.

This issue is further compli-
cated by park legislation mandat-
ing that the Park Service actively
protect seals and haulouts in
marine waters outside the park.
To comply with the mandate, the
park initiated a cooperative,
multiagency study in 1997 to
identify factors contributing to
the continuing population de-
cline. Park resource managers
and biologists from the National
Marine Mammal Laboratory
(Seattle, Washington) collabo-
rated for the first-ever live-cap-
ture of harbor seals that use float-
ing glacier ice as a primary
haulout. The multiagency team
includes biologists from the
Alaska Department of Fish and
Game, University of Alaska—
Fairbanks Institute of Marine Sci-
ence, and a visiting Russian sci-
entist. The team used a floating
“gill net” to capture the seals. Af-




y ter each seal was safely
* lifted onboard the
boat, its condition was
determined and vital
statistics, including sex and
weight, were recorded. Blood
and tissue samples were obtained

from each animal and a small ra-
dio transmitter was attached to
its rear flipper. The radio trans-
mitter will provide critical infor-
mation on harbor seal migration,
habitat use, and haulout patterns.
The new capture method is being
used again this year by park staff
and National Marine Fisheries Ser-
vice researchers. The research team
is working to develop an under-
standing of harbor seal population
dynamics, declines, and effects of
human-induced disturbance in
waters adjacent to the park.



