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ABSTRACT \
A complete survey of the coast of Co. Down was capmed out in

o July. 1977.° A minimum all-age population of ;611 common seals was
_ counted, roppesentma a 58% increase on’ the hlghest previous estimate -

m ade in 1996-58 This discrepancy is thought to represent a more . S
intensive survey in 1977, pather- than an actual increase in numbers, . . i
Str'angt‘ord Lough is shown to be the most important breeding site in -~ s
the areca, but further work’ is required to place this in the context of

- _tho rest of Ipeldnd. o

INTRODUCTION « :

’ Comm on seals (Phoca vitulina) are found all ar'ound the Imsh
coust. ulthouzh their present status is unknown. The most recent
estimate is that of Lockley (1966), who noted numbers seen during a
survey in. the autumns of 1964 and 1965, He counted 841 common
seals and estimated that the total populatjon was at: least 1,000, with
a concentration of about one-third of this total in the north-eastern .
county'of Down. This estimate incorporated the results of an earlier .
survey by Venables and Venables (1960). This was confined to the
three north eastern countles of Down, Antrim and Depny. in 1906-58 ‘
and' gave a. _total of 367 comm on seals (of which 354 were rccorded .
in Co. Down) ‘for this area. Thus a population of common seals

. appeared to. be centred on.the coasts of Co. Down, with very small

numbeps to the north (Co.' Antrim) and to the south (Co. Dublin).
Thompson (1856), in the earliest r*et'emnce to common seals in
Co. Down. noted a decrease in numbers in Belfast Lough but a _
continuing abundance in Strangford Lough and Carlingford Lough (Fxg.\l).
Other past references, summarized by Nairn (1977), have been of a ’
genepal nature ‘and refer only to one or other site thhm the area.
" The. Co. Down coastline was surveyed by boat in July 1977. to

"assess the pnesent common seal stocks. Previous counts had been

made at vamous sites on these coasts dumng 1975 and 1976. Those

~counts fon Strangford Lough were descmbed by Nalm (1977).
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:METHODS

The” survey method was basically the same as that used by
Bonner, Vaughan and Johnston (1973) in Shetland. Because some of.‘
‘the haul-out sites are on the seaward side of offshore rocks, most
of the counting was done from fast boats with at least 20 h.p. engines.
Local fishing boats were chartered to visit offshore islands. Some
sections of the coastline, without any offshore islands or rocks, were
surveyed from the land. For the purposes of the survey, the coastline
~was divided into five areas (Fig. 1}, based on earlier observations of -
the main haul-out sites. Each area was surveyed within one day, at
" low tide % 2 hours, and the areas were arranged to avoid duplication
of counting. The whole coastline was covered within the first eleven
days of July. Weather conditions during this period were settled and
favourable for a maximum count.

Groups of seals, hauled-out on rocks, wer'e first of all counted from
a distance. When the boat was br'ought within 50 metres of the rocks, _ S
"the seals were disturbed ‘and pups could be countcd as they entered = . .
tho water, after tho adults. A check wus made by counting seals in. '
the water, the mother-pup pairs being very conspicuous. Grey seals .
" (Halichoerus grypus) were counted wherever present. s

" Table 1. Summary of seal counts 1956-68 and 1977
1956-58%* 1977

Area ~ Common . Common " Grey Date.

Adult . Pup Adult Pup % Pup Total July.

A Belfast Lough . = 38 0 8 O 0 31 -1
B Ards Peninsula -~ 61 2 62 4 6 26 8
C Strangford Lough . 132 6 258 90 26 0. . 7
D Dundrum Bay © 8l 6 99 21 18 .2 11
- E Carlingford Lough .21 1 59 10.. 15 -6 .9
 Total o . - 339 15 486 . 125 204 65

T

*+ Venables ‘and'Venablés' (1960)

RESULTS :

_ The total number' of adult and pup common seals, together with
the total number_' of groy seals observed, are given in Table 1., The
 tigures for Dundrum Bay accord well with the results of the 1976 &
- count, which was also made by boat. In all the other areas, the 1977 |
~ totals were the highest record ed, because previous counts had been
made mostly from the land. Table 1 also gives pups as-a percentage
~ of the total number of common secals observed in each area.. A total
of 611 common seals ‘ore counted 0n the whole coastlxne.




DISCUSSION

) It can be seen from Table l. .that there was a considerable
variation in the obsenved pup : adult ratio in the dxffem:nt areas and
most notably. that over a quarter of the seals observed in Stmngford
Lough, were pups. Overall however, pups made up 20.4% (or 1:4.9)
of the common seals observed on the Co. Down coast. Bigg's (1969)
life-table for P. vitulina ricardi, in Bmtxsh Columbia, suggests a

‘patio for pups to total stock of 1: 4.5, Dmcct counting. of common

seal pups usually underestim ates the total annual pmductnon because

_the birth period stretches over several .weeks and both: post-natal

mortuhty and late births (ie. females still pregnant at the time of

’ the count) are bound to depress the number of pups seen in a smgle L

count. . :
“Thus. Strangford Lough not only contained 72% ot’ the pups,
obser'vcd on the Co. Down coads, but it also appeared to have a
hxghcr than average ratio of pups to total seals. compared with any
of the othep areas surveyed. This suggests that the sheltered waters
of Strangfo rd, Lough may be crucial for the’ bneedmg success of the'
common secal population in north-cust Ipcland :

‘ ' Comparisons between this survey and the 1956-58 sunvey ,
(Venables and Venables, 1960) are difficult, for several reasons. The
eanlxer counts were made over a three yeap period and mostly in the
interval between 14th and 25th June. At this time, most of the pups’
would have been unborn, which accounts _1’011 the extremelylow number

; of pups observed (Table 1). Because pup production is now regarded.
-as the most reliable index of population size {Summers and Mountt‘or'd.
‘197a) no vulid comparison may be made.on this basis.

K

Comparvison of the counts of adults .in 1956-58 and in- 1977 show

‘ simxlap fxgupes for Ards Pemnsula and Dundrum Bay, but large dis-

crcpancnes ‘for the other areas (Table 1). These discrepancies are .

‘ thought to represent a more intensive survey of the loughs in 1977,
r-athev than an actual increase in numbers over the twenty year mtenval

~%  ‘Bonner (1976) concluded that common seal stocks on'the Bmtxsh ‘
coasts as a whole, have not shown any great changes, and there are no
apparent local reasons why the population in north-east Ireland should
havo changcd notably over the past twenty years. There are no
1mportant salmon rivers in Co. Down, so there is little shooting of seals
in this area, in contrast with parts of the west of Ireland. There is '
no commercial seal-hunting in Northern Ireland, although the Conservation -
of Scals Act 1970, which controls huntinz of the common scal in.Great

», Britain, does not extend to No rthern Ircland. Despite the lack of legal

pr'otectlon for this species, two of the mam breeding sites in Str'angfovd

o Lough are:protected as National Nature Reserves, and one as a nefuge

ot’ the Nur.xonal Trust Strangford Lough Wildlife Schem e. 'Ihls may
provo im portant in the future, in contpolling the effects of human
dlstunbance on the breeding success of common seals in norith- east -
Ipeland. * :

' It is impossxble to determine the tvends in thlS populatxon, until.

" a rurthon bupvoy. using the sam ¢ mecthods, is carried out. - It would

o
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"SUMMERS C. F. and MOUNTFORD, M. D., :1975. Counting the :

also be useful to know, in the contest of the whole of Ireland, whether

“the concentvatxon of common seals on the north-eastern coasts is
. apparent or real. It is hoped that a joint survey of the whole coast- '
lme .of Ireland w1ll be carried out in the near.future. )
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Figure 1. Common seal survey “Co. Down July 1977




