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Common seals in the Wadden Sea areas of the
Netherlands, Lower Saxony, Schleswig-Holstein
and Denmark are monitored through trilaterally
coordinated aerial surveys. The flights are sched-
uled during the seal whelping and moulting sea-
sons (i.e. June/early July and August, respective-
ly), when the highest numbers of hauling out seals
can be registered. Annual maximum counts from
the four sub-areas have been added to give a to-
tal number for the Wadden Sea. In 2002, the max-
imum counts revealed an all time high number of
20,975 registered seals in the whelping season.
Among these, 4,735 were newborns. Clearly, the
population continued yet to increase, as it has
done since 1989 (see Fig. 1).The average rate of
increase over the last five years (1997 – 2002)
was 10% p.a.

Note that the 2002 count results for the Dan-
ish Wadden Sea were put together in another way
than before. From 2002 onwards the result will
strictly refer to the area under Danish administra-
tion, the southern border of which runs through
the Sylt-Rømø-Bight. In earlier years, quoted num-
bers included those animals encountered in the
German part of the Sylt-Rømø-Bight. This was
changed now so that the sum of the count results
quoted for the political sub-areas equals the num-
ber of seals given for the entire Wadden Sea.

Like in 1988, the growth of the Wadden Sea
seal population was interrupted by an outbreak of
the pdv disease in 2002. The population size this
year was roughly twice that of 1988. Although
the epidemic has not yet completely come to an
end, it seems that the number of seals found dead

in the entire Wadden Sea area is not twice as high
as found in 1988 (see article on page 3). Given
the larger size of the population now, it is tempt-
ing to conclude that the percentage of the mor-
tality is smaller this time. This impression may be
misleading, because the number of seals washed
ashore partly depends on weather conditions, par-
ticularly wind direction. In 2002, there were long
periods of off-shore winds. It is premature to con-
clude about the actual mortality rate. The percent-
age loss of seals of the population will become
more evident in the 2003 count season.

The 2002 maximum count results were appar-
ently not affected by the epizootic, since the max-
imum count for the whole Wadden Sea is usually
obtained in late June. By that time this year, there
had only been a few pdv victims in the Nether-
lands.

The 2002 mass mortality will likely be followed
by an another phase of increase. While the char-
acteristic growth rate of this population is known
to be 10 – 13% p. a., the exact development of
the growth rate is hard to be foreseen, because it
depends to some extent on the age distribution
of the seals. In case of an abnormal age distribu-
tion of the surviving seals, abnormal annual chang-
es between 0 and 20% of the growth rate may
occur for limited periods.
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Figure 1:
Number of counted

common seals in the
Wadden Sea since 1975
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