Biota of the antarctic pack ice: R/V
Hero cruise 77-5
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Between 22 October and 20 November 1977, we used Na-
tional Science Foundation’s R/IV Hero to conduct studies of
Antarctic seals in pack-ice areas of the Antarctic Peninsula.
Our principal focus was on crabeater seals, but we also were
interested in other pack-ice species, particularly leopard seals.
Our work centered on (a) collecting female crabeater and
leopard seals for reproductive material depicting various
stages of the reproductive cycle, (b) documenting further the
social structure and reproductive behavior of crabeater seals,
(c) observing daily activity patterns and local movements of
crabeater seals at fast-ice concentrations, and (d) investigat-
ing crabeater seal behavior at weaning and their interaction
with leopard seals.

Tagging and immobilizing procedures were identical to
those used in 1976. Individuals in the pack ice first were
lightly sedated with Sernylan (Phencycledine hydrochloride)
and then were bagged to facilitate handling. Seals on fast ice
were bagged without drugging. The one Ross seal encoun-
téred during our cruise was alone on a small ice floe. It was
easily bagged without drugging and permitted tagging and
measuring with no struggle. All seals handled were identified,
tagged, measured, and released without accidental mortality
from handling.

Female seals were collected in order to gain better under-
standing of reproductive parameters. A total of 103 crabeater
seals (96 females, 7 males) and 7 leopard seals (6 females, 1
male pup) were sacrificed. Individuals were chosen to pro-
vide a sample of seals from different age classes. The follow-
ing specimens were collected from each individual: a lower

Antarctic Journal
October 1978

jaw and toenail (to investigate aging), the reproductive tract
(ovaries, uterus, and partial vagina for females), vaginal
smear, and stomach contents. Skeletal material and pelts
were taken from a selected few. Standard body measure-
ments, body weight, and general condition of pelt were also
noted. Examination of ovaries, uteri, and vaginas will provide
information on age of first reproduction, pregnancy rates, and
the timing of ovulation and birth. When this information is
compared with data on age, length, girth, weight, and social
group, we will have a much beter understanding of how
reproductive features of crabeater and leopard seals fit into
their ecology and management.

Observations of the social structure and behavior during
the pupping and breeding season substantiated data from
previous years. The crabeater seal pupping period is from late
September through mid-November. At that time, most
mother-pup pairs are associated with an adult male (forming
what we have termed a “family” group). Our observations of
the social behavior of crabeater seals in fast-ice areas added
considerably to our understanding of social events during the
breeding season. A field party of 2 to 3 was maintained in a
fast-ice area of Ezcurra Inlet, Admiralty Bay, King George
Islands from 3 to 16 November. From our field camp we were
able to observe interactions among crabeater seals and note
the persistence of social bonds within the few family groups
and mated pairs present in that area.

We also observed the transition from family groups to
mated pairs. The key to this change apparently is the separa-
tion of the pup from its mother. We still do not know the
mechanism for this separation: the male may finally chase the
pup away, or the female may simply leave the pup, with the
male following the female away. What does seem certain,
however, is that the adult male in a family group remains as
the male in a mated pair unless chased away by another male.

Our work in the pack ice over the last 2 years suggests that
aggregations of nonbreeding crabeater seals in fast-ice bays
are not uncommon. Therefore, tagging efforts in fast-ice
areas were directed at estimating the numbers of seals present
at different times of the day. There were marked differences
in the timing of crabeater seal haul-out on the fast ice.
Generally, early morning periods seemed to be most favora-
ble for hauling out. However, weather patterns may have
been equally important. When snowstorms or high winds
developed, the majority of crabeater seals went into the water.

Because this year’s cruise was made later than last year’s,
we encountered direct evidence of leopard seal predation on
crabeater seal pups. In two instances we observed adult
leopard seals eating crabeater seal pups. These observations,
in conjunction with our previous observations that more than
80 percent of adult crabeater seals bear scars made by leopard
seals, suggest that leopard seal predation may be an impor-
tant factor limiting the survival of young crabeater seals.

Also related to the later timing of this year’s cruise was our
encounter of two female leopard seals with newly born pups
of their own. Unlike mother and pup associations of cra-
beater seals, no adult male was hauled out on the ice nearby.
We found these pairs on 7 and 13 November 1977. In each
case the pup was measured and weighed—the first measure-
ments of this sort of living leopard seal pups. The dates of our
observation agree with the two previous sightings of living
leopard seal pups in the Antarctic Peninsula area: M. A. Mc-
Whinnie and D. F. Parmelee (personal communication) each
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saw an adult leopard seal female with its pup in early Novem-
ber. Future research will attempt to determine the extent of
the predatory interactions and timing between crabeater andext
leopard seals. It may be that leopard seals have a later pup-
ping season than do crabeater seals.
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