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Introduction

Seal investigations on the Front off Newfoundland-Labrador
were carriegd out during the sealing season in 1977 on board

the sealer Kvitbjern of Tromse, captain Arvid Kristiansen.

The established program includes the plotting of ice sdges
and seal distributions, sampling for gensral biological
studies of harp and hoodsd ssals, particularly sampling for
age analyses of both species.

The allocated Norwsgian quotas of 35 000 harp and 6000 hooded
seals had bsen divided squally betwsen the five ships which
participated in the hunt this year. Catches of one-ysar-old
and older harp seals were limited te 5% and catches of adult
female hooded seals to 10% of total catches of sach species.,

or 350 and 120 ssals respectively for sach of the Norwegian

ships. It also had been anticipated that Norwegian ships
would manags to take their full quotas of harps from pups
only. Thersfore special scientific permits had beesn issued
for the Institute of Marine Resmsarch to kill 500 one-year-
vld and older harp seals and 300 female hooded seals ovar
and above the allocated Nerwegian gquotas in order to

cbtain non-sslctive samples for age analyses of the two

species in 1977,

As it turned out 2ll Norwegian ships filled their individual
guctas of harp seals, but two ships wers not able to fill
their quotas of hoods. The Norwegian ships caught a total
of 35 624 harps and enly 805 of these (2.5%) were one-year-
old and older animals. This latter figure 4includes the

500 moulting seals killed by permit. The total Norwegian
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catch of hoods added up to 6 050 ssals, comprising 4 292
pups, 908 adult males and B850 adult fsmales (44.1%), includ-
ed 178 females killed by permit.

Kvitbjern left Tromse on 3 March and arrived at the ice-
adge off Labrador at 53°35'N 52°11'W on 11 March. Having
caught her quotas plus the permitted extra seals killed
for sampling, she left the ice at 52924'N 53%30'W on
12 April after 29 days in the area. Kvitbjern returned to
Tromse on 21 April after 50 days away from her home port.

Weather and ice conditians

The Norwegian ships struckthe ice betwean 53°00'N and
54°00'N and between 52°11'W and 52°20°'W during the days
from 9 to 11 March, The edge of the pack-ice thus was
found about 130 (nautical) miles east of Roundhill Island.
Information from Canadian ships indicated that Hamiltaon
Inlet at that time was practically free of ice and that

a shore lead along the Labrador coast south of the inlet
was 10-15 miles wide. It therefore appeared that the
icepack had been torn off from the coast at Hamilton

Inlgt. The ice had been broken by heavy swell and west-
erly winds had spread the floes and opensd the pack.

The ships therefors experienced no difficulty geéing directly
from the edge of thes pack to the harp seal breeding patches.
Ice conditions did not change much during the season and
svery day swells penetrated far into the packice. Large
floas were rare, and ocourred only closs to shors. The
outer floes were broksn and churned by the swell and as
early as 2 April the ice did not extend more than 25 miles
gastwards from Gray Islands. Thers was no ice to the

south of Funk Island.

The season was characterized by varying weathsrconditions,
changing from one day to ths next and alsag from morning to
night throughout the season. The weather was clear and
visibility good for five days only. Visibility remained
fair to good in 15 more days with clouds or a partially
clouded sky. Howaver, visibility was reduced to a minimum
for 12 days, including three days of snow, two days of sleet,
threse days of rain and four days of fog.

Air temperatures changed markedly and frequently, but mild
weather dominated through the season. The tsmpsrature stayad
above freezing (0°C) for 19 days and near freszing for another
10 days. Temperatures below Fréazing wera recorded on 7 days
only, the lowest airtsmperature at noon (-8°C) on 14 March.
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Harp seals

A Canadian Fisheries Service aircraft had found a breeding
patch of harp seals at 52945'N 55°00'W on 9 March. All
ships had arrived in this patch by 11 March and on this day
they found the greates concentrations within the patch at
52°40°'N 52°20'W. Howevar, the ships had passed through

45 miles wide ares of scattered breeding harps with smaller
concentrations of 500-1000 seals in each before they reached
the patch that had been reported. The patch was rather
diffuse, but the main concantration of seals covared an

area of approximately 10 x 24 miles on 13 March., Distur-
bances during haul-out and pupping and the continuing swell
with breakhage of the ice can possibly have been the caussa
of the dispersal of breeding harp seals this year. HNewly
born harp seal pups were found at 52°00'N 54°15'w as late
as on 23 March. However, some pups had started to moult

as early as on the opening date of 15 March, and the majority
of the pups probably were born around 8 March. It therefore
would have been advantageous to the ssalers if the opening
date had been advanced to 12 March this year.

The main patch drifted slowly to the south and towards tha end
of March and in the first days of April the largest concentra-
tions of weaned pups wsre found in an arsa streching some

40 miles to the south and southsast from ths southernmost

of the Gray Islands. Ice floas with tracss of births and
weaned pups also were found 10-20 miles north and northwest

of Fogo Island and in Notre Dame Bay during the first days

of April., 1In 20 days the breeding patch apparently had
drifted 120-150 miles to the souwth, at an average speed of

6-7 miless per day (0.25-0.30 knots). Moulted pups wers

found within an arsa of B0 x 40 miles betwesn Fogo Island

and the Gray Islands during the first five days of April.

On 15 March, the cpening day of the hunt, all Norwegian and
Canadian ships were positioned in the main patch, negar the
central and towards the southeastern end of the patch.
Swells broke through the ice, particularly near the southern
end of the arsa whers the ships were only 4-5 miles inside
the ice-sdgs.

The Norwegian ships stopped catching whitecoats on

18-20 March, and started their search for hooded seals.

On their way out towards the east some of ths ships passad
ssvearal smaller patches of harp seal pups through about

25 miles of packicse. -
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When they stopped after 3-5 days, the Norwegian ships had
caught from 4000 to 5000 whitecoats sach. The ships did

not return to the harp seal patches until 27-28 March when
10-15% of the pups had finishad moulting. The ships hunted
.sslectlvely and caught only pups which had completsly finishad
the moult. On 4-5 April about 90% of the pups had moulted
and approximately 80% of all pups finished moulting during
the pericd from 27 March to 5 April,.

Because of the wide dispersal of breeding seals and broken
ice the ships did not find as densa concentrations of pups
as in 1976. However, one Canadian ship caught 1200 beaters
in one day closs to shore at the southernmost of the Bray
Islands. 0Other catches ranged from 150 to 750 per day and
ship mastly taken by picking single pups ("plukkfangst").

The first Norwegian ship had filled its harp seal quota on
2 April. Kvitbjern with a permit to catch extra moulting
subadult and adult harps, did not finish until 11 April.

Ouring the days from 5 to 10 April Kvitbjern searched north-
wards faor moulting barps in the area sast of Cape Bauld,
Currents and stropg winds had scattered the iceflcss, and
poaor visibility also hindered the search, so that large
concantrations were not found until 11 April when a patch
was discovered at 52%12'N 54°06'W. However, small gEroups
and singls seals wers recorded throughout the area ito the
northwast of Fogo Island and east of Belle Isle. A remark-
able large number of the scattered seals in the area east
of Belle Isle appered to be subadutl Z-3 years old animals,
many of which were females avulating for the first time.
Relatively few were small enough to be anse-ysar-clds.
Counts indicate that 80% of the seals were subadults, 15%

ware adult males (saddlers) and 5% were adult femalss.

On 10 April 10 seals werse caught and all of them had stomachs
filled(4-8 1) with deep-sea prawns (Pandeslus). O0On 11 April
the stomachs of 54 seals were investigated and remains of
prawns and capelin were found in 23 aof them. Judging from
their melted burrows on the ice, these ssals had hauled

out at lsast a couple of days previously, and red coloured
fasces with prawn exoscelstons on the .ice indicated that

a largs numher of them had eaten prawns.

Hooded seals

The first observations of breeding hoodsd seals were made
by a spotting aircraft on 15 March at 50945'N 53%30'w.
However, these seals wsre not seen again by aircraft or

ships which latsr ssarched the area.
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Under naormal ice conditions the hoeds usually haul out to
bresd southsast of the harps. 0On 18 March some ships stop-
ped catching harp ssal pupe and started searching for hoods
towards the sast and southeast.

Three Norwegian ships found a patch of breeding hoods at
51°30°'N 53°20'W in the aftasrnoon of 20 March. The patch

was a small ona, approximately 0.5 x 5 miles, but fairly
‘dense. About half of the pups were 3-5 days old, a few,
approximately 10%, were nswly born and the rest (48%) were
weaned. 0On the opening date for hoods, 22 March, only about
23% of the remaining pups were still attended by their mothers.
Apparently a large number of females left their pups on this
day, and an unknown number of pups also had gone to sea as

indicated by placenta remains on the icse.

The other sealers, two Norwegian and all Canadian ships,
found anothar patch of hoods at 51930°'N 54715'W on 20 March.
This patch was the largest of the two and the pups apparently
had been born two or three days later than in the sastern
patth and here approximately 1/3 of the pups were weansd.

On 21 March a spotting aircraft reported scattered hooded
ssalas betwesn the two patches. The seals were hauled out

in an eliptical area of ice bestween the two concentrations,
and most of them were weaned pups although a few families

were also observed.

In the eastern patch of hoods,sealing ended during the day
on 23 March as the rest of the pups were caught or went

into ths sea. A total of 1500-1600 seals had been taken in
this area when the three ships left to join the rest Dg the
fleet in the western patch., Here the hoods had hauled out
on heavy pack and operations ware hampsred by difficult ice-
conditions., On 24 March nearly all pups had been laft by
their mothers, but the hunt continued a few days for weaned
pups which wers on the move towards the ice edge in the east.
Very few adult seals were taken after 25 March, but the pup
hunt culminated around the turn of the mn%th.

On 29 March the spaotting aircraft found some hoodad seal
families in bstween the Gray Islands.Because of their inacces-
sibility these families were not hunted. As late as 1 April
newly born pups were found by a Norwegian ship five miles east
of Cape Bauld. Thse seals were widsly dispersed, and only

150 hoods were caught in a day. A patech of hooded seals dis-
goversd on 23 March at 52°00°'N 54°25'W by a Canadian Fish-
eries Serwvice aircraft was reported someswhat belatedly by a
Canadian ship 7 April. It is probable that the scattered
hoods found sast of Cape Bauld on 1 April were the remains of
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this patch. Allegedly the patch had contained 7000-8000 seals
and eventually it drifted into the Hare Bay-Gray Islands arsea.
Another and larger patch spotted on the same day at 52920'N

55°10'W, drifted into the Strait of Belle Isle. None of these

two patchaé was hunted to any extent, sven if some seals wers

caught betwsen Cape Bauld and the Gray Islands and landsmen
probably caught soma 4000 in the Strait of Bells Isle. Ths
survival of hooded seal pups therefore probably was good
this year, considering an apparently large sscapement also
from the patches that were hunted by the ships.

The total catch of hooded seals by Norwegian and Canadian
ships is aestimated at 10758 animals, and thus the TAC of

15 000 seals was not filled. Female hooded seals at
Mewfoundland remain on the ice for only 5-8 days after
haulout, and the pups far no more than 7-12 days after birth.
The wide dispersal of the hoods, probably caussd by unusual
ice-conditions, combined with the late opening date (22 March)
in relation to peak pupping which as usual occurred arcund
15-17 March, nicely explain the failurs to take the full
quota. A contributing factor was the restriction that females
should not exceed 10% of the daily catches.

Polar bears

Two pelar bsars, one of them a large animal and the other
probably 2-3 ysars old, were observed among bresding harps

at 51°54'N 54%32'W on 14 March and at 51°54°'N 54°19'W on
18 March. The bears avoided the sealers and did not disturb
the operations. The Kvitbjern crew found one adult harp

and 20 harp ssal pups slain by polar bears. Polar bears were
not sean among the hoods nor among the moulting harp seals in
April.

Killer whales

On 28 March threes killer whales ware sean to chasse moulted

harp seal pups and bedlamers 8 miles north of Fogo Island.

Sampling

Jaws were collected for age analysis from all tha 514 adult
hooded seals caught by Kvitbjern. Additional age samples
comprising nearly 1300 adult hoods were collected by
inspectors and craews on other norwegian ships, so the total
age sample collected from Norwegian catches of hooded seals
at Newfoundland in 1877 adds up about 1800 animals
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A total of 690 subadult and adult moulting harp seals weare
caught by Kvitbjern, partly under permit to kill 500 moul-
ters for age analysis. Jaws were collected fram 657 of these
animalsﬂ

The sex ratio of 472 harp seal pups studied throughout the
Beason was 52.3% males. Classifisd counts showed that 51
{53.1 %) of 96 harp seal pups had finishad maulting their
foetal pelage on 30 March, 5% (75.0%) of 68 had finished on

2 April and 72(98.6%) of 73 had finishad ths moult on 5 April.
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Fig. 1. Ice sdges and the distribution of harp seals off
Newfoundland-Labrador in March and April 1877. 1) Braseding
patches, 2) Weanad [abanﬁoned) pups, 3} Moulting lairs,
4) Observed ice edges, 5) Inferred ice edges.
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Fig. 2. Ice sdges and the distributionof hooded seals off
Newfoundland-Labrader in March and April 1877. 1) Concentrations
of breseding seals, 2) Scatterad bresding seals and weaned pups,
3) Observed ice sdges, 4) Inferred ice edges.
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