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FIRST RECORDS OF STRANDED PREGNANT FEMALE SOUTH AMERICAN FUR SEALS,
ARCTOCEPHALUS AUSTRALIS, IN THE SOUTHERN BRAZILIAN COAST

MÔNICA MATHIAS COSTA MUELBERT1 AND LARISSA ROSA DE OLIVEIRA 2,3,4

There are no breeding colonies of pinnipeds along the
Brazilian coast. Nevertheless, every year the occurrence
of many specimens of sea lions, fur seals, elephant seals
and even Antarctic seals, along the Brazilian coast is very
common (Simões-Lopes et al., 1995; Oliveira et al., 2001)
especially during the austral autumn and spring months.
These occurrences happen mainly along the coast of the
Rio Grande do Sul state and are a result of the dispersion
of individuals from their natal colonies after the
breeding period when they begin to forage. It has been
suggested that these movements are influenced by the
cold Malvinas (Falkland) Current (Pinedo, 1990). In spite
of the absence of breeding colonies in Brazil, there are
two areas where otariids haul-out: the Wildlife Reserve
of the eastern jetty of the Lagoa dos Patos (REVIS Molhe
Leste - 32o 10’S; 52o 06’W) and the Wildlife Reserve of
Ilha dos Lobos, Torres (REVIS Ilha dos Lobos -29o 20’S;
49o 43’W) (Vaz-Ferreira, 1982; Rosas et al., 1994). The
most frequent species of pinnipeds in the area are the
South American fur seal, Arctocephalus australis, and the
South American sea lion (Otaria flavescens) (Simões-
Lopes et al., 1995; Oliveira, 1999). Pinedo (1986, 1990),
Rosas (1989); Rosas et al. (1994) and Oliveira (1999)
provided a detailed description of the occurrence of
pinnipeds along the southern Brazilian coast. After these
studies, it is well accepted that sea lions and fur seals
rest in the southern Brazilian coast during their
northward foraging trips after their depart from
breeding colonies in Uruguay where there are rookeries
at Cabo Polonio (250 km south of the Eastern jetty of
Lagoa dos Patos) and Isla de Lobos (Punta del Este,
Uruguay) (450 km south of the Eastern jetty). The pattern
of occurrence of pinnipeds along the Brazilian coast was
first described by Pinedo (1990). Both Pinedo (1986) and
Oliveira (1999) provided accurate accounts of the
occurrence of A. australis in Brazil according to data from
beach surveys of stranded (live and dead) individuals.
According to these studies the predominant age classes
found were yearlings of both sexes and adult males. Just
few adult females were recorded and up to now there
is poor information about adult females’ dispersal
movements. There had been no published record of
pregnant females to date. Thus, here we present the first

records of the occurrence of stranded pregnant female
South American fur seals in the southern Brazilian coast.
We also discuss the implications of these occurrences
in light of the present knowledge of post-breeding
movements of the species. During systematic beach
surveys conducted by the Marine Mammal Laboratory
(LMM-D.Oc.) at Fundação Universidade Federal do Rio
Grande (Rio Grande) Brazil from 1976 to 2001, 340
specimens of A. australis were collected (156 males, 96
females and 85 unknown). These surveys took place
along the southern coast of Rio Grande do Sul State
(between 30° and 31°S). During this time, four pregnant
female South American fur seals, and their respective
fetuses were collected and placed in the collection of
the LMM. These females represented 1.5% of the sexed
individuals (n= 255) and 4.2% of all females collected
(n= 96). Osteological material was deposited into the
LMM-D.Oc. collection under the numbers: LMM740,
LMM742, LMM1110, and LMM2039. The fetuses
received the same number as their mothers with the
addition of the letter “a”. As the occurrence of A. australis
along the Brazilian coast was represented mostly by
yearlings from both sexes and adult males, it has been
suggested that the lack of adult females in this area
would reflect the fact that females would have limited
swimming skills and/or would be staying with their
pups in the Uruguayan breeding colonies during austral
winter months (Pinedo, 1986, 1990; Oliveira, 1999).
However, female dispersal of about 350km has been
reported for other otariid species (Boyd et al., 1998; Lea
et al., 2002; A.R. Martin, pers. comm.5). Lactating fur seal
females are reported to travel long distances away from
their original breeding colonies during the lactation
period (Georges and Guinet, 2000; Georges et al., 2000).
Thus, the presence of pregnant females in southern
Brazil suggest that females are able to swim longer
distances (> 250km) than earlier anticipated; and/or that
not all females stay close to their original colonies after
the breeding period. This could also suggest that these
females were no longer nursing, and/or did not have a
pup during the previous year; and/or that they died
far away from the coast but reached shore due to the
influence of coastal marine currents.
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It is known that otariid females tend to stay close to the
breeding colonies while nursing their pups (Gentry and
Kooyman, 1986). Boyd et al. (1998) reported the
movements of satellite linked time-depth-recorder
(STDR) attached to male and female of Antarctic fur
seals, Arctocephalus gazella, at Bird Island, South Georgia
such that during the post-breeding period males
traveled around 886 km while foraging towards Signy
Islands, South Orkneys while females fed closer (350km)
to their reproductive colony. The authors believe that
the need to return to feed their dependent pups obligates
the females to forage close to the colony. Sub-Antarctic
fur seals, A. tropicalis also tend to forage further from
their colonies in winter months (up to 530km) when the
Sub-Tropical Front migrates further north of
Amsterdam Island (Georges et al., 2000). If we consider,
after Ponce de León (1983), that South American fur seal
pups are born by late November-early December; that
there is a three month delayed implantation period; that
the embryo begins to develop by early March; and, that
the month of August would be the peak of weaning
period; then, we can speculate that September would
correspond roughly to the sixth month of pre-natal
development. In this case, the fetuses reported herein
would have been approximately six, seven and eight
months of pre-natal development, respectively, which
would suggest that their mothers would have been in
the middle or end of the gestation period. Furthermore,
it is likely that these females had already weaned their
pups and were starting the pelagic phase of their life
cycle when moving northwards in search of food. The
information presented here, though scanty and
representing only a small proportion of the total number
of females breeding in Uruguayan colonies, does
indicate that some pregnant females could be moving
northwards several hundreds kilometers to forage.
Thus, it reinforces the importance of long term
monitoring studies to improve our knowledge of the
post-breeding dispersion patterns of southern otariids.
In addition, the assessment of the relative importance
of southern Brazilian coast as a feeding ground for the
South American fur seals deserves future research.
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