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SPRING BREAK

Youngsters populate the beaches at the Piedras Blancas elephant
seal rookery in the spring. Silvery, wide-eyed weaners, the pups
born from mid-December into February, are seen in March and April.
Their mothers have mated and headed out to sea, leaving their
«agned pups behind, to teach themselves how to swim, and eventu-
1 eat.
When all of the mothers were gone, the adult and subadult males
had no reason to stay — and an important reason to leave. They had-
n’t eaten since November. .
The fat weaners on the beach don't eat either. Until they teach them-
selves to swim, they live off the fat they gained while nursing. They
remain on the beach for eight to ten weeks after their mothers leave,
losing 30 to 50 percent of their weaned weight by the time they learn
to swim and dive. They snooze and snuggle, beginning to lose
weight and change color, molting off their black birthday suits to turn
silvery gray. After a few weeks they decide to explore that big wet
thing at the edge of the beach. At first they enter the water tentative-
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WHAT’S NEW AT FRIENDS

The first annual FES fundraiser was so successful last spring that
we're having another “Sunset at San Simeon” on April 17. There will
be a silent auction, raffle and a live auction of some big ticket items.
The Croon Dogs will play for dancing, and the same caterer who pro-
vided the delicious dinner last year will be back. Costs have gone up
a bit, so tickets are $65 this year. That includes dinner, wine and
beer, and lots of fun. Call the office at 924-1628 for information or
tickets.
e new boardwalk was well used during the elephant seal birthing
~erid breeding season at Piedras Blancas. People with canes, walkers
and wheel chairs were able to visit the seals, and the railing was a
great help in keeping kids safe and folks off the beach. The California
Conservation Corps built the boardwalk, but cuts in the state
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For up-to-date information
visit our website
www.elephantseal.org

From The Experts

Some of the latest research findings about
elephant seals have been reported by
Patricia Morris, Docent Program Coordi-
nator at Ano Nuevo State Park and Guy
Oliver, a Research Scientist at UC Santa
Cruz. They answered some of the
questions most often asked by visitors to
the rookery at Piedras Blancas.

How much time do the seals spend un-
derwater while they are at sea?

During their time at sea (8 months a year
for males, 10 months for females) they
dive continuously, 24 hours a day, 7 days
a week. One tracked female made 10
dives in 10 hours, with only 3 minutes at
the surface between dives.

How do they drink?

Elephant seals process moisture from
their own blubber, so they don’'t need to
drink, either at sea or during periods on
the beach.

How do they see so deep underwater?
Elephant seal eyes use a color wave-
length that penetrates seawater and is
particularly receptive to the biolumines-
cence of their underwater prey. While the
seal is on land, the pupil is nearly closed.
It dilates to become 500 times more open
underwater.

How is the male migration pattern dif-
ferent from that of females?

Males travel to Alaska, deep along the
contours of the continental shelf and sea-
mount and eat bottom fish. They feed
heavily at a feeding ground near the Aleu-
tian Islands. Females have a pelagic feed-
ing pattern, following their prey through
the open sea. They travel north toward
Canada and out toward Hawaii.



GETTING AROUND
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SPRING BREAK cont.
ly, rolling around in the shallows
and blowing bubbles. They bobble
and splash among the rocks and
play with each other like puppies.
It takes a lot of practice before
they become seaworthy enough to
take the plunge and head out for
their first real meal, taking their
chances with the sharks and
orcas, their two main predators.
Only about 50 percent will make it
through their first year at sea.
These winsome weaners are
crowd pleasers. While adult seals
usually pay little attention to hu-
man visitors, these youngsters are
curious and often look up at peo-
ple, charming them with their big
brown eyes and cute faces.
In April, older seals begin returning
to the beach to molt. Molting is a
round-robin process that lasts
through the summer, as different
ages and genders return to the
beach to shed a layer of skin.
The first molters to arrive include
young females who were not
participants in the breeding season
and juvenile males, who can be
identified by their pointy noses. A
young male, three or four years
old, will have just a little rat nose,
but each year the proboscis will
get longer and thicker until he lives
up to the title, elephant seal
Females have sweet, dog-like
faces throughout their lives.
The juveniles’ beachwear is pretty
scruffy. They look as if they're
wearing tattered sweaters or worn-
out blankets. During their annual
catastrophic molt they shed an
entire layer of tan-colored hair and
skin, bit by bit, to reveal a sleek
new dark gray coat beneath.Most
of the seals on the beach in spring
are 1- to- 5 years old. These juve-
niles avoided the intensity of the
winter birthing, fighting and mating
activities and have returned to re-
lax, play and shed their skin. They
don’t eat while they’re molting, but
they do go into the water now and
then for a swim. Although they
lounge about most of the time,
conserving energy during their
fast, these teen-agers do like to
cont.
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play a bit.

The young males can be identi-
fied by both their looks and their
typical male adolescent behavior,
testing their changing voices in
squawks and bellows (only a hint
of the booming sound they will
one day make). They also spar
and play fight in and out of the
water. Sometimes a young guy
will try to find someone to play
with and if rebuffed settle for toss-
ing a piece of seaweed about.
The adult females begin returning
to molt in late spring. They he
been feeding at sea for a coup_
of months to renourish their bod-
ies after fasting during the winter
season. Now they rest and molt
before heading to sea again. The
molting musical chair game will
continue through the summer,
with older, subadult males in the
next phase, and the adult males
returning from their Alaska jour-
ney later in the summer. The molt
takes three-to-four weeks, then
the seals head out to sea again,
one by one, wearing their spiffy
new duds.
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