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Introduction 

This report has been produced to review the events of 2019 in relation to seal sightings, advocacy and 

action. Key to this has been the input ŦǊƻƳ ΨǊŜƎƛƻƴǎΩ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǘƘ-west compiled by different authors as 

follows:  

¶ Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly ς Sue Sayer 

¶ Somerset ς Sue Sayer with data submitted by Vanessa Lloyd, Sea Watch Foundation 

¶ North Devon: Lundy - Dean Woodfin Jones, Lundy Island Warden 

¶ North Devon: Mainland - Kate Williams with data collected by Dave Jenkins 

¶ South Devon - {ŀǊŀƘ DǊŜŜƴǎƭŀŘŜΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ {Ŝŀƭ tǊƻƧŜŎǘΩ 

¶ Dorset - Sarah Hodgson of Dorset Wildlife Trust 

¶ Channel Isles: Alderney -  Dr Mel Broadhurst-Allen, Alderney Wildlife Trust 

¶ Ireland - Sam Brittain, Animal Care Manager, Seal Rescue Ireland  

This is an important step in the way we report our understanding of the seals in the south-west and all the 

authors and their teams of volunteers are to be commended for a fantastic effort. This report provides a 

summary for seals in the south-west, followed by short descriptions from each of these regions. We hope 

you find it useful and it would be great to hear any feedback that you have. 
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Overview ς Seal Species in the South West  

Common seals:  

CSGRT had 82 reports of 88 common seal sightings from 12 different locations These were reported by 26 

different individual volunteer recorders and as well as one ƻŦ /{Dw¢Ωǎ systematic Photo ID Project in Looe.  

Grey seals: 

All other records were grey seals 

Cornwall Seal Group Research Trust 

CSGRT continues to grow in all respects.  

We ended 2019 with 4 paid rangers fully funded until end of July/August 2020 all thanks to money from the 

IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ CǳƴŘΣ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ tƻǎǘŎƻŘŜ [ƻǘǘŜǊȅ όtƻǎǘŎƻŘŜ [ƻŎŀƭ ¢ǊǳǎǘύΣ bŀǘǳǊŀƭ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ ¢9±LΣ [¦{I ŎƻǎƳŜǘƛŎǎΣ 

TESCOS Bag of Help, Seal Protection Action Group, World Animal Protection, National Trust, Polzeath Marine 

Conservation Group, Aspects Holidays, Mungo Lils on the Hill, the Bowgie Inn, SeaChangers, Three Bays 

Wildlife, Hayle Lions and our incredible volunteer fundraising efforts and donations.  

Our Rangers are:  

ω Amazement and Discovery/Photo ID Ranger (Marion Beaulieu) 

ω Creativity and Activity Ranger (Emily Pollitt) 

ω Sanctuaries at Sea Ranger (Sarah Millward) 

ω Research Ranger (Katie Bellman) 

We hope to sustain our Rangers into the future by making our Business Plan targets a reality, through our 

online shop (gifts and clothing), our Wild Seal Supporter Scheme, donations and further grant funding 

applications.   

Huge thanks to everyone who has contributed to this incredible achievement. 

Our recording base grew to 376 volunteers, all of whom submitted at least one survey (with the Lizard team 

managing daily surveys for yet another year!) We received a total of 4459 ŘƛǎŎǊŜǘŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅǎ ƛƴ нлмф όǘƘŀǘΩǎ 

over 12 each and every day) including 9 Looe Photo ID Project surveys, 9 boat Photo ID Project transects and 

our quarterly seal census, all of which covered 399 different seal locations. Our 20 PID Hubs processed a 

truly gobsmacking 120,743 photos in 2019 into 3284 survey albums resulting in 8722 seal identifications. 

Seal advocacy informing management 

All this data provides CSGRT with a robust evidence based from which we wrote 13 major reports, 9 public 

consultations submissions, designed 3 public signs at coastal locations and delivered input for 93 meetings 

with volunteers, partner organisations, business networks and statutory agencies. This included 2 meetings 

with the DEFRA policy advisor for seals and seabirds ς in Truro and at the Home Office in London and we 

hope these will lead onto the creation of a Seal Network UK.  

A key report on seal disturbance around the UK was compiled by Research Ranger Katie Bellman on behalf of 

the Seal Alliance NGO. She also collated a Ghost Gear literature review. As in previous years we continue to 

share evidence, information and advice with 4 global partners ς World Animal Protection, the Global Ghost 

Gear Initiative, the Pinniped Entanglement Group and the 5 Gyres Trawlshare Microplastics Project. 
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SW regional seal data summary 

There are five main areas for seals within the southwest region 

¶ North Devon 

¶ Lundy 

¶ Cornwall 

¶ Isles of Scilly 

¶ South Devon 

From these five areas, CSGRT received a total of 

4415 surveys in 2019, all through the year with the 

least surveys conducted in December and the most 

conducted in September. 

 

There was considerably more seasonal 

variation in the max counts of seals numbers 

across the year than survey effort. Seal 

counts peaked in the winter between 

December and February and was lowest 

during July, April and August. 

 

Surveyor ability to age and sex class the seals 

observed varied across the region with a high 

proportion of seals being recorded as 

unknown on the Isles of Scilly (82%) and least 

number of seals of unknown age and sex 

being in North Devon (1%), where the vast 

majority of seals were adults (96%). In 

contrast, a much higher proportion of 

juveniles were recorded in South Devon 

(36%). Similar proportions of juveniles were 

recorded in Cornwall (17%) and Lundy (15%). 

 

Where is was possible to age and sex the 

adult seals, their proportions were calculated 

and show considerable variability across the 

region, with proportionally more adult males 

being recorded in the Isles of Scilly (63%), 

South Devon (63%) and in Cornwall (58%). In 

contrast a higher proportion of adult females 

were recorded in North Devon (94%) and 

Lundy (64%). This suggests there may be a 

degree of spatial segregation by adult seals of 

different sexes. 
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Seal sightings and highlights 

Lƴ WŀƴǳŀǊȅΣ р ȅŜŀǊ ƻƭŘ ŜȄ ŜƴǘŀƴƎƭŜŘ Ψ[ǳŎƪȅ .ǳƴǘƛƴƎΩ ƎǊŀōōŜŘ ƻǳǊ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ с ōƻȅŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ she had, 

Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŎƘƻƻǎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ф ȅŜŀǊ ƻƭŘ Ψ¢ƘǊŜŜ {ŎŀǊǎΩΦ ²Ŝ ǘǊŀŎƪŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ŀƭƭ ȅŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ǎŀǿ ƘŜǊ ƛƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ 

{ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ȅŜǘ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǎƘŜ ŎƘƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǇǳǇΦ !Řǳƭǘ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ Ψ[ŜƎǎΩΣ ǿƘƻ ǇǳǇǇŜŘ ŀǘ ²Ŝǎǘ 

Cornwall in 2018 suddenly became entangled in monofilament net in January and by the end of the month 

we were devastated to see that it had cut right through the skin encircling her neck. We also recorded a 

young male with the first deformed flipper we have ever seen. He was re-identified throughout the year so is 

thriving despite this. Through February and March we had new evidence of links made by travelling seals 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǘ ōƻǘƘ /ǳŘŘŜƴ tƻƛƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ [ƛȊŀǊŘ ΨaƻƴƪŜȅ ǿǊŜƴŎƘΩ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎŜŀƭ ƭƛƴƪ ŜǾŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦǎƘƻǊŜ 

lighthouse at WƻƭŦ wƻŎƪ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ [ƛȊŀǊŘΩǎ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƳŀƭŜ Ψ{ǇƭŀǘΩ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǳǇ ǎƴƻƻȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ hƴ нрǘƘ aŀǊŎƘΣ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ 

gobsmacked to discover during a single survey, at a single site on one day, seals that had previously been 

identified across Cornwall, Devon, Dorset and Somerset, England, Wales, France and Ireland! This 

emphasised the importance of a network of joined up sites being essential for the survival of this species. 

In April tƻ Ǉǳǘ ŀ ǎƳƛƭŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻƴ ƻǳǊ ŦŀŎŜǎΣ ŜȄ ŜƴǘŀƴƎƭŜŘ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƳŀƭŜ ΨYŜǘǘƭŜΩ ǿƘƻ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ǎƛƴŎŜ нлло 

reǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ ²Ŝǎǘ /ƻǊƴǿŀƭƭ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ ǎǇŀǊǊƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƳǳŎƘ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƳŀƭŜ Ψ/ŀǘΩ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ 

usual absence. In May a welsh satellite tagged seal was photographed at North Cornwall where he seems to 

have journeyed from Pembrokeshire, before surprising us all by swimming straight back there. Two new seal 

ƭƛƴƪǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƳŀƛƴƭŀƴŘ /ƻǊƴǿŀƭƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ LǎƭŜǎ ƻŦ {Ŏƛƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ΨCǊƻƎ aƻǳǘƘΩ ŀƴŘ 

ǘŀƎƎŜŘ ǎŜŀƭ Ψ²ƻƭŦΩΦ June was celebrated with two great IDs ς ŀŘǳƭǘ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ Ψ/ŀōƭŜ ŎŀǊΩ όŀƴ Ŝntangled seal) still 

going strong. She has only been identified 23 times across 4 sites in the 16 years we have known her since 

her first ID in 2003. For the first time our volunteers have been able to effectively survey offshore islands at 

Pendeen and werŜ ǊŜǿŀǊŘŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴ L5 ƻŦ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƳŀƭŜ Ψ²ƘƛǘŜ ǊƛƴƎ ǘŜŘŘƛŜ ǎǘǊƛǇŜǎΩ ς his 5th ID site. In July, adult 

ƳŀƭŜ ǎŜŀƭ ΨCƭȅƛƴƎ ōƛǊŘΩ Ǉǳǘ ƛƴ ƻƴƭȅ Ƙƛǎ ŦƻǳǊǘƘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ /ƻǊƴǿŀƭƭΩǎ ǎƻǳǘƘ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ƛƴ му ȅŜŀǊǎΗ IŜ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ 

prefer it there now, as he has not yet returned to 

his usual haunts on the north coast. Beautiful 

ŀŘǳƭǘ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ Ψ!ƴƎŜƭΩ ǿŀǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǘ ŀƴ ƻŦŦǎƘƻǊŜ 

site near Trevose, which was her 21st 

appearance in 6 years. This is the fourth time she 

has stopped off here to rest on her commute 

between the West and North Cornwall sites.  

Ψ¢ǳƭƛǇ ōŜƭƭŜΩ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǘǳƴƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ !ǳƎǳǎǘ ǎƘŜ 

amazed the seal world as we discovered not only 

had we known her since 2001, but 

that she had routinely visited the 

Isle of Man 450km away and 

where she had pups in 2012, 

2013, 2016 and 2018! But it was 

back to reality with a bump, as we 

had photographs of adult female 

Ψ¢ǊǳƴƪΩ ōŜƛƴƎ ƘƻƻƪŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

fourth time just this summer, as 

an indirect result of people feeding her in Newquay Harbour. {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊΩǎ Ƙighlights of our Lundy visits 

included ideƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ΨIŜŘƎŜΩ ŀƴŘ о ŀŘǳƭǘ ƳŀƭŜǎ ς Ψ/ŀǘΩΣ Ψ²ƻƭŦ ŜȅŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨIŜŀǊǘ ..Ω ς all from 

²Ŝǎǘ /ƻǊƴǿŀƭƭΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ƘŜǊ ǇŀƛƴŦǳƭ ŜƴǘŀƴƎƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŘŜƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ǘƻ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ ǿƘŜǊŜ Ψ¢ǊǳƴƪΩ όǿƘƻ 

ǿŜΩǾŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ǎƛƴŎŜ нллоύ Ƙŀǎ ƘŜǊ ǇǳǇǎΦ There was another shock in store for us in October as Rupert 

Kirkwood photographed a common seal in the Fowey ς this turned out to be an ex rehabilitated seal called 
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ΨaƛŎƪȅΩ ŦǊƻƳ IƻƭƭŀƴŘΗ Lƴ ǇŜŀƪ ǇǳǇǇƛƴƎ ǎŜŀǎƻƴΣ ǿŜ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ƻŦ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ΨDƘƻǎǘΩ όŀŦǘŜǊ ƘŜǊ 

worrying absence in 2018) as she returned to have her 16th pup in 17 years on exactly the same beach. Still 

a world record breaking achievement to the best of our knowledge! Other highlights included the 

ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƧǳǾŜƴƛƭŜ ƳŀƭŜ ΨbǳŘƎŜǊΩ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ [ƛȊŀǊŘΣ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ƻƴǘƻ [ƻƻŜ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ wƻǎŜƭŀƴŘΦ !Řǳƭǘ 

ŦŜƳŀƭŜ Ψ[ƛƎƘǘƴƛƴƎΩ ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ƛƴ [ƻƻŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ǇǳǇǇŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ƛƴ нллфΣ 

suddenly appeared after a storm with a pup in Mullion Harbour on the south coast ς she has obviously not 

read her pupping handbook! We had more excitement as Dorset Wildlife Trust revealed that adult female 

ΨDŀƳōƻƭƭƛƴƎ ƭŀƳōΩ ƘŀŘ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ tƻǊǘƭŀƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ /ƻrnwall. In November and December, ex rehab young 

ŀŘǳƭǘ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ΨhǊƛƻƴΩ ǿŀǎ ǾƛŘŜƻŜŘ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘ ΨŎǊŀȊȅ ƎƛǊƭΩ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ 

ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ƘƻǊƳƻƴŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ƳŀǘǳǊŜǎΦ {ŀŘƭȅΣ ǿŜ ƭƻǎǘ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƳŀƭŜ Ψ!ǊŎ ŘƻǘΩ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŘŜŀŘ ŀǘ 

WiŘŜƳƻǳǘƘΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ǘƻƻƪ ǎƻƳŜ ǎƻƭŀŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ¢ǳƭƛǇ ōŜƭƭŜΩ ƘŀŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎŜƭŜōǊƛǘȅ ǎŜŀƭΗ 

Disturbance at all sites across the SW 

We started the year with a serious disturbance incident at West Cornwall, part of a Site of Special Scientific 

Interest where seals are a special interest feature. This was reported to, and followed up successfully, by the 

Police and Natural England. During the peak season, Katie Bellman coordinated an incredible 82 systematic 

seal and human interaction surveys across four sites.  From these dedicated disturbance surveys, 392 

different disturbance incidents were recorded with 1956 individual seal reactions, all of which were likely to 

impact their metabolisms and physiology. High levels of disturbance occurred at all 4 sites with on average 

disturbance once every 14 to 29 minutes.  

Entanglement at all sites across the SW 

There were 707 sightings reported of entangled seals with a maximum of 16 different entangled seals being 

recorded on a single survey at West Cornwall on 05/12/19. Over 10 different entangled seals were recorded 

on 14 discrete surveys (all at West Cornwall). A total of 104 different entangled seals were observed and 

identified in 2019 όƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ [tрмт ŀŘǳƭǘ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ Ψ{ŜǾŜǊŜ ƴŜǘǘƛŜ WΩ ǎƘƻǿƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǇƘƻǘƻ ōŜƭƻǿ ŀƴŘ 

ƧǳǾŜƴƛƭŜ Ψ{ŀŘ ǎǇƛƪŜȅΩ ƛƴǎŜǘΣ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ǳƴƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ŀŘǳƭǘƘƻƻŘύ. 

 

British Divers Marine Life Rescue (BDMLR) activity across the SW 

Across the UK, BDMLR had the highest number of call outs on record in 2019 ς a total 1916, largely driven by 

rapidly increasing awareness of BDMLR, along with increasingly frequent, severe Atlantic winter storms 

driven by climate change, and apparently poor health in the East England common seal population.  
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Cornwall and Isles of Scilly 2019 

Species 

Common seals:  

CSGRT had 55 sightings of common seal (all just 

of one common seal at a time although multiple 

individuals were seen across the sites) from 

seven different locations. These were reported 

by 21 different volunteer recorders as well as by 

one ƻŦ /{Dw¢Ωǎ systematic Photo ID Project in 

Looe.  

Grey seals: 

All other records were grey seals 

Seal sightings and highlights 

With huge public support, in 2019 alone, CSGRT 

received 4007 seal records from 319 different 

volunteer recorders and four systematic PIP 

teams (nine LISPIP; in addition to two STAPIP, 

four CASPIP and three POLPIP boat surveys 

ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŀ ммрƪƳ ǎǘǊŜǘŎƘ ƻŦ /ƻǊƴǿŀƭƭΩǎ ƴƻǊǘƘ 

coast). 

 Disturbance at all sites 

Across Cornwall in 2019, there were 243 

different disturbance incidents recorded with 

1500 seals demonstrating level 3 responses 

(classed as severe) to a wide range of land, sea 

and air based stimuli. Most disturbance incidents 

were recorded in July to September and April 

when most people seals are present during the school holidays and most seals were severely disturbed 

during April and January when most seals are present and moulting at mainland haul out sites. Both these 

metrics represent an increase on 2018, although CSGRT have undertaken additional 82 systematic seal and 

human interaction surveys across four sites which increased recording effort. 

Entanglement at all sites 

In 2019 across Cornwall there were 475 records of 103 different entangled seals. The most shocking of the is 
ŀŘǳƭǘ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ Ψ{рнп [ŜƎǎΩΦ Known to CSGRT since 2012, Legs delighted us having a pup at the West Cornwall 
site in 2018. By 10/01/19, Legs has somehow managed to become entangled in a small amount of lost 
fishing gear around her neck. Within three weeks this had cut through her skin right around her neck. She 
was not seen again until the end of the year and by this time the net was causing a deep constriction around 
her neck. 

Strandings (data from Cornwall ²ƛƭŘƭƛŦŜ ¢ǊǳǎǘΩǎ aŀǊƛƴŜ {ǘǊŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ bŜǘǿƻǊƪύ 

In 2019 a record number of grey seals were recorded dead around the Cornish coast ς 244 in total (just one 

less than the number of dead cetacean strandings). Most of these occurred between September and 
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February. The proportion of dead white coated pups peaked in September and October coinciding with the 

peak pupping season and moulted pup deaths peaked between October and January, most likely during their 

post weaning dispersal phase. 

There were 4 matches with seals known to CSGRT that were reported to CWT MSN. These were young adult 

ƳŀƭŜǎ Ψ[ƻōǎǘŜǊ ǘŀƎƛƴŜΩΣ CǊƛƎƘǘ ƴƛƎƘǘΩ ŀƴŘ Ψ!ǊŎ ŘƻǘΩ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ Ψ.ƻƻΩΦ  

Lobster tagine had been known to CSGRT between 2015 and 2019 and was thought to be around seven 

years old and was last live sighted 23 days before his dead body was found.  

Fright night was first identified in 2015 and had been seen another 53 times since at West Cornwall. His 

death at Watergate in September was a surprise to us all as he was thought to be less than ten years old.  

The oldest of all the seals, adult male Arc dot was found dead at Widemouth at the end of the year. He was 

thought to be in his prime at around 12 years old. At death he did seem to be very thin. We had known him 

since 2012 but he obviously spent most of his time somewhere else as we only saw him at the start and end 

of the year at West Cornwall.   

 

Boo was an ex British Divers Marine Life Rescue seal who was 

rehabilitated at the Cornish Seal Sanctuary. She had been identified 

by CSGRT since her release between 2013 and 2019 and had been 

identified at three different north coast sites. She was known to 

have had a pup in 2018 at West Cornwall (see below).  

 

Seal call outs (data from British Divers Marine Life Rescue)  

In 2019, BDMLR had a total of 429 seal call outs in Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly, resulting in 139 rescues. 

DP5822012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Jan 0

Feb 1 1

Mar 1 1

Apr 1 1 2

May 0

Jun 0

Jul 0

Aug 0

Sep 0

Oct 0

Nov 2 1 3

Dec 1 1 1 3

1 2 3 1 1 0 1 1 10
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Dramatic rescue of lucky seal pup from remote site 30/09/19 by CSGRT and BDMLR (Photo Adrian Langdon) 

Post Mortem Examinations (PME) (summary of post mortem findings in grey seals in Cornwall 2019 by 

James Barnett, veterinary pathologist for the Cetacean Strandings Investigation Programme at the 

University of Exeter) 

16 grey seal pups, three juvenile grey seals and two adult grey seals that stranded on the coasts of Cornwall 

in 2019 were subjected to post mortem examination at the Environment and Sustainability Institute on the 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 9ȄŜǘŜǊΩǎ tŜƴǊȅƴ /ŀƳǇǳǎΦ   

Of the 16 pups, 11 were found alive and died or were euthanased at rescue or in the first week of 

rehabilitation. The findings in nine pups were consistent with infectious disease, conditions seen including 

parasitic and bacterial pneumonia, pyothorax, mandibular osteomyelitis and glossitis secondary to oral 

trauma, septicaemia secondary to pelvic abscessation and to gastric ulceration, and purulent arthritis and 

tenosynovitis. All four pups where the primary condition was head trauma, including mandibular fracture, 

ƳŀȄƛƭƭŀǊȅ ŦŀŎǘǳǊŜǎΣ ǎƪǳƭƭ ŦǊŀŎǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ƛƴǘǊŀŎǊŀƴƛŀƭ ōƭŜŜŘΦ  ¢ǿƻ ǇǳǇǎ ƘŀŘ ƭŜǎƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ 

readily as infectious disease or trauma; one pup had intestinal impaction and acute renal medullary necrosis, 

and the other had gastric impaction with feathers and is likely to have ultimately drowned.    

Two of the three juvenile seals were found dead and had traumatic injuries associated with fisheries 

interaction, with both being found in nets. The first was found in a small amount of monofilament netting 

encircling the chest and histopathology was consistent with an acute death, suggesting the animal was cut 

out of the net after being bycaught.   The second had 35kg of net and rope encircling the neck causing a 

deep, wide wound that was aged at 2-3 weeks on histopathology and was probably the most severe case of 

net entanglement I had seen in a seal.   The third juvenile seal died of infectious disease; suppurative 

meningoencephalitis. 

One adult male seal was found alive and euthanased due to its lethargic state; this animal had succumbed to 

infectious disease, having a large abscess in the mesenteric lymph node and associated peritonitis, the 

infection probably originating in the intestinal tract. The second adult male seal was found dead and had 

acute renal tubular injury that was most likely toxic or hypoxic in origin, the precise cause not being possible 

to determine. 

 

 


