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“They say around here that once a year, on Midsummer Night’s Eve, selkies who are seals
the rest of the time come up out of the water and take the form of women. And if you find
one of their discarded seal skins and take it home with you and hide it, then the selkie is
bound to you until she finds her skin. And she may even love you a little, but she never
stops looking for her skin. And she always finds it. It may take her a hundred years, but she
finds it, and returns to the sea. Always.”
Sea Change – Susan Stern.
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ABSTRACT
Assessment of trophic interactions between increasing populations of New Zealand fur
seals (Arctocephalus forsteri) and fisheries in southern Australia is limited due to a lack
of species specific demographic data and an understanding of the factors influencing
population growth. To establish species specific demographic parameters a
cross-sectional sample of New Zealand fur seal females (330) and males (100) were
caught and individually-marked on Kangaroo Island, South Australia between 2000
and 2003. The seals were aged through examination of a postcanine tooth, which was
removed from each animal to investigate age-specific life-history parameters. Annual
formation of cementum layers was confirmed and accuracy in age estimation was
determined by examination of teeth removed from individuals of known-age. Indirect
methods of assessing reproductive maturity based on mammary teat characteristics
indicated that females first gave birth between 4-8 years of age, with an average age at
reproductive maturity of 5 years. Among reproductively mature females, age-specific
reproductive rates increased rapidly between 4-7 years of age, reaching maximum
rates of 70-81% between 8-13 years, and gradually decreased in older females. No
females older than 22 years were recorded to pup. Age of first territory tenure in males
ranged from 8-10 years. The oldest female and male were 25 and 19 years old,
respectively. Post-weaning growth in females was monophasic, characterised by high
growth rates in length and mass during the juvenile growth stage, followed by a gradual
decline in growth rates after reproductive maturity. In contrast, growth in males was
biphasic and displayed a secondary growth spurt in both length and mass, which
coincided with sexual and social maturation, followed by a rapid decline in growth rates.
Age-specific survival rates were high (0.823-0.953) among prime-age females (8-13
yrs of age) and declined in older females. Relative change in annual pup production
was strongly correlated with reproductive rates of prime-age females and adult female
survival between breeding seasons.
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