GREY SEAL NUMBERS IN
THE WADDEN SEA AND ON
HELGOLAND IN 2022-2023
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GREY SEAL SURVEYS

INTRODUCTION

ince 2008, coordinated
S annual surveys are carried

out to count grey seals in the
Wadden Sea, covering sandbanks
in the Netherlands, Germany and
Denmark. To assess development of
the Wadden Sea breeding population,
grey seal pups are counted during the
pupping season between November
and January. Trends in numbers of
grey seals using the Wadden Sea and
Helgoland are assessed by counting
the seals in March and April when
they are going through their moult.
As grey seals move between haulout
sites, we use the largest numbers
of grey seals obtained within the
shortest feasible timeframe for our
trend analysis, thereby restricting

the possibility of counting the same
individuals more than once. All
surveys areas were covered using
aerial surveys except on Helgoland
where land-based counts are carried
out during moult and, starting this
season, a drone was used during the
pupping season.

The grey seals in the Wadden Sea
and on Helgoland are part of a larger
North Sea population (Brasseur et
al., 2022) and there is an apparent
exchange between regions. Pups
born in the United Kingdom, recruit
into the Wadden Sea breeding
population. Similarly, during the
moult, adults from other colonies in
the North Sea also haul out in the

Wadden Sea area and are likely to
affect the trilateral counts (Brasseur
et al., 2015). So, though not strictly
representing the local population,
moult counts do reflect the use of
the Wadden Sea area by the larger
North Sea population. Moreover at
any time a fraction of the seals is
not on the haulouts where they are
counted. Thus, the numbers given
here should not be interpreted as
absolute numbers, but as an index
that can be used to assess trends in
abundance and pup production of
grey seals over time in the Wadden
Sea. These trends are best interpreted
over several years as annual changes
can be caused by weather or other
local and regional influences.
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RESULTS AND
INTERPRETATION

PUP
COUNTS

cross the Wadden Sea and Helgoland, the coordinated counts during Number of grey seal pups counted in the Wadden Sea between 2008 and 2023
the pupping season resulted in a total count of 2,515 pups (Figure Colours indicate results of the regional counts.
1). This represents a growth of 13% over the past five years, and 10% . .
compared to the season of 2021-2022 (Schop et al., 2022). @ Denmark @ Schleswig-Holstein Helgoland Lower Saxony and Hamburg @ Netherlands Total

The Dutch Wadden Sea had the highest proportion of pups (57.1% of total
count), followed by Helgoland (27.2%), and Lower Saxony (15.6%). In the

Dutch part of the Wadden Sea, the 1,436 pups represented a 15% increase 2500 -
compared to the previous breeding season. The number of pups on Helgoland
increased by 12% to 684. In Lower Saxony, the number of pups decreased by 2000 -
9% compared to last season, to 393 pups. In this area, weather conditions only
allowed the primary breeding location, the Kachelotplate (representing ~90%
of pups breeding in the region), to be surveyed which may have impacted the 1500 -
number of counted pups. In both Schleswig-Holstein and Denmark, only one -
grey seal pup was recorded within the period with the maximum numbers %
across the Wadden Sea. In Denmark, two pups were observed later in the § 1000 -
breeding season. a
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Number of grey seals counted in the Wadden Sea regions during the moult between 2008 and 2023

Colours indicate results of the regional counts.
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[though the individual
Q moulting process may take

months, higher numbers of
grey seals can be found hauled out
during the peak of the moulting
season, at a stage of moult when
changes in colour of the fur are
clearly visible. In the Wadden Sea,
this occurs between March and
April (Schop et al., 2017), making
this an ideal time window to count
the grey seals. As mentioned above,
the proportion of seals at sea at the
moment of counting is unknown, so
these numbers are used as an index to
compare the number of grey seals in
the area from year to year.

In 2023, a total of 10,544 grey seals
were counted during the moulting
season in the Wadden Sea, which
constitutes an increase of 18%
compared to 2022 and 16% compared
to 2021 (Brasseur et al. 2021; Figure
2). This follows a slight drop of 1%

in numbers of counted animals in
2022 compared to 2021 (Schop et
al. 2022). The average annual growth
calculated over the past five years is
12%.

Approximately 70% of the grey

seals counted in the Wadden Sea

and Helgoland during moult were
observed in the Dutch Wadden Sea,
where 7,613 grey seals were counted.

Helgoland represented 13% of the
total count with 1420 animals. In
Lower Saxony and Hamburg 11% of
the grey seal (1190 animals) were
recorded. In the Wadden Sea area of
Schleswig-Holstein 176 individuals
were counted. Denmark counted 145
individuals this year.

Compared to the other areas, this
years’ highest counts in Schleswig-
Holstein and Denmark occurred

later in the season (outside the time
period selected for comparison
across the Wadden Sea) when 385
and 280 individuals were counted,
respectively. Interestingly, the opposite
was observed last year when higher
numbers were observed earlier in the
moulting season in the eastern part
of the Wadden Sea compared to the
Western part. With the very few pups
recorded in this area, the number of
grey seals present during the moult
may be more influenced by migration
from other colonies. This may explain
the annual variation in moult counts
in these areas. Other factors may also
play a role as in the breeding colony
on Helgoland, where substantial
day-to-day fluctuations in counts are
observed. Elucidation of the causes
of such fluctuations may help us to
better interpret variations and trends
of the grey seal counts in the future.
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CONCLUSION

ompared to 2021-2022,
C both grey seal pup and moult
counts in the Wadden Sea
area were higher in 2022-2023.
In total, 2,515 pups and 10,544
moulting grey seals were counted.
The pup production has grown at
an average annual rate of 13% over
the past five years. Over the same

period, the numbers of grey seals
counted during the moult have grown
at an annual rate of 12%. To better
understand the peak of grey seal
numbers during moult, an enhanced
understanding is necessary of day-
to-day and annual variation, potential
phenological differences within

the Wadden Sea areas, the role of

movements within the Wadden Sea,
and migration between the Wadden
Sea and the United Kingdom. To
obtain absolute abundance estimates
of grey seals in the Wadden Sea, we
would not only need to assess the
proportion of seals in the water during
the surveys, but also have an estimate
of the migratory rates.

This report was published 03.07.2023.
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