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Pinnipedia is the scientific classification which
includes seals, sea lions, fur seals, and walruses.
Pinnipeds are marine mammals and are closely related
to their terrestrial counterparts. They share the funda-
mental characteristics that define all mammals such as
bearing live young, lactation, having fur in some stage
of life development, and being warm blooded. Their
closest relatives are not other marine mammals like
whales and dolphins but land carnivores such as bears
and weasels. Pinnipeds give birth and molt (the shed-
ding of their fur) on land but find their food in the
ocean. Their thick layers of blubber, streamlined
bodies, and appendages which have evolved into fins
and flippers adapt them to a marine life.

CLASSIFICATION

Pinnipeds are divided into 3 Families: the Otariidae
(“eared seals”) consisting of 14 species world wide, the
Phocidae (“true seals”) with 18 species world wide, and
the Odobenidae (walrus) with 1 species found in arctic
waters. The characteristics used to distinguish Otariids
and Phocids are easy to spot. Otariids have external
carflaps or pinnae, use both hind and fore flippers to
move on land, and swim with their paddle shaped fore
flippers as if “flying” through the water. Phocids lack
external pinnae, undulate along the ground using only
their fore flippers, and use the beating of their hind
flippers to propel them through water.

LocAL PINNIPEDS

In the Gulf of the Farallones National Marine Sanctu-
ary (GFNMS), 4 species of Otariids and 2 species of
Phocids are found in a variety of habitats ranging from
open water to coastal shores and the Farallon Islands.
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¢ Adult male California sea lions (Zalophus califorianus)
have large sagittal crests. They can be seen vocalizing
and soaking up the sun on piers and coastal rocks or
performing in captivity.

¢ The federally threatened Steller sea lion (Eumetopias
Jubatus) is the largest of the Otariids and has small
breeding rookeries on the Farallon Islands and Ano
Nuevo Island.

¢ Northern fur seals (Callorhinus ursinus) spend only
the summer breeding season on land and are best seen
out on the open ocean.

¢ Guadalupe fur seals (Arctocephalus towsends ) are rare
locals and are more commonly found off of Mexico.
However, since 1992 one has occasionally been seen in
GFNMS waters. It is listed as a federally threatened species.

Phocids

¢ One fifth of California’s harbor seal (Phoca vitulina)
population hauls out on sandy beaches, mudflats,and
the Farallon Islands in the GFNMS to breed and molt.
¢ The enormous northern elephant seal (Mirounga
angustirostris ) known for the adult male’s long droop-

ing nose (proboscis), can be seen pupping, breeding, and
molting on beaches in the GFNMS.
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HisTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

Throughout history, pinnipeds have been a valuable
resource for humans. For centuries they provided rich
sources of food, leather, fur,and waterproof clothing for
Native Americans. In the 1700’s, European explorers
were quick to exploit the rich abundance of pinnipeds
on the Pacific coast. Pinnipeds were commercially
over-hunted for their fur, blubber, tusks, and genitals.
In a few short decades many populations began to
decline and some, like the northern elephant seal and
the Guadalupe fur seal, were hunted to the verge of
extinction.

CURRENT STATUS
In 1972, the US Marine Mammal Protection Act was
passed and since 1975, 12 National Marine Sanctuaries
have been established by the US government. Such
laws and special marine designations protect pinnipeds
and the critical habitat they need. After their recent
history of decimation, some pinniped populations are
recovering or have ceased to decline along the Pacific
coast. The healthy populations include the northern
elephant seal, harbor seal, and California sea lion.

However, not all pinnipeds share the same success
story. Northern fur seals, once abundant along the

: entire California

coastline, have not
bred at the Farallon
Islands in large
numbers since the
1820%. Only since
the summer of 1996
have fur seal pups
been born on the
southeast islands.
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populations have declined by over 80 percent in the
last 30 years. Although their population has slightly
increased over the last 10 years, less than 3,000
Guadalupe fur seals remain in the world.

SEALS, a volunteer, research, and education pro-
gram developed by GFNMS and the Farallones Marine
Sanctuary Association, strives to enhance our under-
standing of pinnipeds and create a local awareness and
appreciation of them. Programs like this enable hu-
mans and pinnipeds to coexist.

For more information on the Gulf of the Farallones National
Marine Sanctuary, pinnipeds, or how to get involved contact:
The Gulf of the Farallones National Marine Sanctuary
www.sanctuaries.noaa.gov

The Farallones
Marine Sanctuary
Association at (415)
561-6625 or
www.farallones.org

The Marine Mammal
Center at
WWW.LIMmc.org

The Point Reyes

National Seashore at
www.nps.gov/pore/
visit.htm.
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For more information, contact the Farallones Marine Sanctuary
Association at (415)561-66235 or visit www.farallones.org




