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Background 
 
This document contains an overview of the recent activities of the marine mammal Health Team. 
 
Action requested 
 
The Meeting is invited to take note of the information. 
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Health Team Report 
 

The HELCOM Health Team only met online since the last EG MAMA and the physical workshop which was 
planned for March 2020 in Lithuania could not be organized in spring 2021 either. So, the practical exercises 

during necropsies of different marine mammal species for the harmonization of the monitoring protocols 
and baselines for indicator could still not be realized.  

Now we hope, that future work on harmonizing not only the protocol, but the interpretation of pathological 
lesions, ergo health status and internationally unified database can take place in 2022.  

During the online meeting on 23.03.2021 the development on indicators with timelines for HOLASIII, data 
input for indicator & GES development and revision were discussed. The intersessional S&C meeting on 
marine mammal indicators and the progress with developing harmonized stranding networks and health 

investigations was reported on. Cooperation among the different countries, re. fish-parasites-seal projects 
and the perspective for a physical meeting and necropsy workshop for further harmonization of parameters 

and interpretation pathological lesions was discussed. 
 

Report from Schleswig-Holstein, Germany 
 

By Kristina Lehnert and Ursula Siebert, Institute for Terrestrial and Aquatic Wildlife Research, University of 
Veterinary Medicine Hannover 

 
In 2021 a total of 24 harbour seals and 17 grey seals were found dead on the Baltic coast of Schleswig-

Holstein. 114 harbour porpoises stranded on the beaches of Schleswig-Holstein of which 17 were suspected 
to be by-caught or by-catch could not be excluded. No bycatch was directly submitted by fishermen. The 

effects of the large number of PALs deployed in the waters of Schleswig-Holstein on the health and survival 
of the porpoises have still not been studied. The number of dead grey and harbour seals on the coast of 
Schleswig-Holstein continues to raise and may cause an increase of interactions with fisheries and touristic 

activities. 
  

Several of the grey seals suffered from severe health conditions. One subadult grey seal displayed a severe 
neck wound from a fishing net (Fig. 1) and severe amyloidosis and icterus (Fig. 2). It should be closely 

monitored if the health condition of grey seals is changing with increasing numbers and distribution. 
The common dolphin of the Bight of Eckernfoerde, which was stationary in a relatively small area for several 

month died almost at the same time as another common dolphin in Denmark. The death of the animal 
attracted an immense amount of public attention. The animal died from a chronic bronchopneumonia. No 

signs of acoustic or blunt trauma were detected.  
 

Pathological investigations of 24 harbour porpoises which were found after fourty-two British base mines of 
the type MK 1-7 from World War II were cleared by means of blasting in the period from 28 August to 31 

August 2019 by a NATO in the Exclusive Economic Zone within the NSG Fehmarnbelt, Germany. The 
investigations which included image processing revealed that eight out of 24 animals showed clear signs of 
blast trauma. Two more other animals also had fractured or dislocated middle ear bones, one was by-caught 
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and another died by a blunt trauma. The investigation showed that it is extremely important to include 
investigations on the hearing system on harbour porpoises to understand the impact of underwater noise on 

health and survival of harbour porpoises as well as consequences on population levels.  
 

 
Figure 1: Juvenile grey seal from waters of Schleswig-Holstein, Germany with deep wound in the neck area 

caused by fishing gear 
 

 
Figure 2: Severe diffuse liver lesions due to amyloidosis in juvenile grey seal from waters of Schleswig-

Holstein, Germany 
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Report from Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Germany  
 

By Linda Westphal and Michael Dähne, German Oceanographic Museum 
 

In recent years the number of marine mammals found dead on shore increased in Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern, Germany. In 2019 67 harbour porpoises, 42 grey seals, 15 harbour seals and 7 unidentified 

seals, in total 132 animals, were reported and dissected. Due to Corona some of the animals collected in 2019 
have not been dissected so far. In 2020 136 (67 harbour porpoises, 56 grey seals, 8 harbour seals, 5 not 

identified seals) were collected and investigated. Not all carcasses from 2020 were investigated yet due to 
the Corona pandemic, therefore, all results are still preliminary. Carcasses are reported by the public to the 

German Oceanographic Museum through a web site and an on-call service. Most grey seal carcasses are 
found from April to June around the islands of Rügen and Usedom. Grey seal carcasses during that time 

represent predominantly this years’ pups mostly in advanced decomposition status. Most harbour porpoise 
carcasses are found during the summer months from June to October. Only one by-caught marine mammal 

was reported by fishermen in 2020, a juvenile, female grey seal found in a gill net. 15 animals were 
categorized as “suspected by-catch” in 2020 based on multiple indications from pathological investigations. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envint.2020.105725
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envint.2020.105565
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11356-020-10610-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11356-020-10610-9
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-85376-2
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-73258-y
https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-16196/v2
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Based on the blubber and muscle thickness one third of the investigated seals and porpoise had a severe 
atrophy. In 2019 one juvenile harbour seal was euthanized because of a heavily inflamed, metatarsal injury. 

The majority of grey seal show minor to moderate parasitic infections with acanthocephalans. In 2019/2020 
heavy metal analysis were conducted in 35 grey seals, showing less high contamination rates than shown in 

earlier studies. Reports of sick or wounded juvenile seals (grey seals in spring and harbour seals in summer) 
on the shores of Mecklenburg-Propomerania became more frequent in recent years. Public funding for 
pathological investigations currently only covers 25 animals per year for all species in Mecklenburg-

Vorpommern. 
The marine mammal stranding program in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern is carried out by the German 

Oceanographic Museum and the state agency for agriculture, food safety and fisheries (LALLF) Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern with funding provided by the state agency for environment, nature conservation and geology 

Mecklenburg-Vorpommern (LUNG-MV). Only standard dissections (macroscopic investigations) and some 
further analyses (virology, toxicology, bacteriology of very fresh specimen) are funded and therefore carried 

out. The German Oceanographic Museum provides facilities and personal to collect samples from all 
specimens during dissections. Investigating those samples can be carried out in collaborative research 

projects.  
Since 2020 a grey seal research project is conducted including analysis of the diet composition and stable 

isotope analyses among other topics, funded by the federal agency for nature conservation (BfN).  
 

 
Figure. Number of stranded and bycaught animals per species within the stranding network Mecklenburg-

Vorpommern 
 
Gabel M,Theisen S, Palm HW, Dähne M, Unger P (2020) Nematode parasites in Baltic Sea mammals, grey seal 

(Halichoerus grypus (Fabricius, 1791)) and harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena (L.)), from the German 
coast. Acta Parasitologica. Online 

Galatius A,Teilmann J, Dähne M, Ahola M, Westphal L, Kyhn LA, Pawliczka I, Olsen MT, Dietz R (2020) Grey 
seal (Halichoerus grypus) recolonisation of the southern Baltic Sea, Danish Straits and Kattegat. Wildlife 

Biology 4. wlb00711. Online 
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Report from Lithuania 
 

By Vaida Surviliene, Institute of Biosciences, Life Sciences Center, Vilnius University 
 

So far 48 grey seals found dead on Lithuania coast in 2021, 54 seals in 2020 and 78 in 2019. Majority again in 
May-June. The cause of death, age and sex were not identified. It seems that there were more sightings of 
live grey seals and even harbor seals, reported to Lithuanian sea museum by random observers from the last 

year. A couple of 1-2-year-old pups are seen constantly hauling out in certain areas (e.g. Kunigiškės) on 
Lithuanian coast. In 2021, 19 Starving grey seal pups found on Lithuanian coast (16 pups were released, 3 

died – one that was released previous year and died after injuries from fishing nets), in 2020 – 21 found, 
rehabilitated and released. 

 
Baltic rehabilitation center in Smiltynė, Klaipėda is under construction and should be opened by the end of 

2021, but fully operating in Autumn, 2022.  
 

Previous high mortality of grey seals on Lithuanian coast (2017-2019) coincided with increased use of 
traditional traps by local small scale fisheries. Pontoon traps were successfully tested by two fisheries 

companies on several locations of Lithuanian coast in 2020. Male grey seal recorded next to the trap by 
underwater camera. Grey seals are protected under Lithuanian law and listed as DD (data deficiency) under 

IUCN red list categorization in Lithuania. An initiative to implement monitoring of grey seal blubber thickness 
and reproductive status from dead individuals has been shown from Lithuanian Ministry of Environment, 
discussions involving Dr. Ursula Siebert took place in Spring, 2021. The decision for the funding of these 

activities should be taken before the Baltic rehabilitation center is finished. 
 

 
Report from Finland 

 

https://doi.org/10.3390/ani10091509
https://www.natur-und-landschaft.de/de/news/2018-erstmaliger-nachweis-von-kegelrobbengeburten-in-mecklenburg-vorpommern-1239
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By Marja Isomursu (Finnish Food Authority) & Kaarina Kauhala (Natural Resources Institute Finland Luke) 
 

Parasitology, bacteriology, pathology 
 

Monitoring of the occurrence of liver parasites in Baltic seals in Finnish waters has been going on since 2013. 
Livers from legally hunted seals are collected annually from both grey and ringed seals. Livers are sliced and 
visually inspected for any signs of biliary parasites or other pathologies. Samples of livers are stored for later 

analyses (e.g. contaminants). A study was conducted on findings in the Baltic ringed seal of the Gulf of Bothnia 
(mainly Bothnian Bay) for a poster presented in the WDA/EWDA virtual conference in August 31 – September 

2 in 2021 (https://www.cuenca2020.com/CUENCA2020 ). We were able to include livers from 590 individuals 
with known age in the study, hunted in April-May. In total, 6.3% of the ringed seals were found positive for 

the biliary trematode Pseudamphistomum truncatum. The highest prevalences were found in age classes 1-
2-year-old (15.2%) and 3-4-year-old (27.3%). In male seals, the prevalence was high already at 1-2 years of 

age (23.3%) compared to females of the same age (8.2%). The prevalence in ringed seals older than 4 years 
was notably lower than in the younger age classes, only 4.1%. None of the pups (2-3 months old) were 

infected. In addition, a whole carcass of a Baltic ringed seal (female, approx. 1 year old) found dead in January 
2018 was examined pathologically for which the cause of death was determined as liver failure due to severe 

parasitic cholangiohepatitis caused by P. truncatum. 
 

While examining the livers, several cases of focal suppurative lesions associated with biliary tracts filled with 
parasites have been observed. Bacteriological cultures of the lesions and further molecular analyses of the 
isolated bacterial strains in the EU reference laboratory for brucellosis revealed infections of Brucella 

pinnipedialis. The first finding was made in 2013 in a grey seal, followed by three other cases in grey seals in 
2014, 2015 and 2017. In 2019, we found two B. pinnipedialis infections in livers of ringed seals. Interestingly, 

all Brucella positive seals have been males of varying age. 
 

During 2020 - August 2021, eight carcasses of Baltic seals (four grey seals and four ringed seals) were received 
for pathology. They were found dead in nature or had died in a care facility. They were all small pups of the 

year, found in March-May. Findings were mostly non-specific, seals were typically in poor condition. One 
individual had abscess formation around a broken femur. In bacterial culture, Streptococcus phocae was 

isolated. 
Blubber thickness 

The average blubber thickness of hunted grey seals (age from 1 to 20 years) increased from 45.4 mm (SD = 
1.70, n = 57) in 2011 to 53.2 mm (SD = 3.00, n = 15) in 2016 and declined thereafter to 43.6 mm (SD = 2.10, 

n = 29) in 2020 (month and sex as covariates in the analysis). The blubber thickness of hunted pups declined 
from 40.9 mm (SD = 2.63, n = 17) in 2011 to 28.9 mm (SD = 1.86, n = 34) in 2020. The majority of samples are 
from spring. The Finnish data of 1-3-old seals in autumn are too scarce for analysis. 

The blubber thickness of hunted ringed seals (age from 1 to 20 years) in the Bothnian Bay increased from 
33.1 mm (SD = 2.33, n = 19) in 2016 to 38.1 mm (SD = 1.00, n = 141) in 2020 (month and sex as covariates).  

Blubber thickness of pups increased from 24.6 mm (SD = 1.34, n = 49) in 2017 to 30.8 mm (SD = 1.09, n = 74) 
in 2020. All samples were from April-May. 

 

https://www.cuenca2020.com/CUENCA2020
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Report from Sweden 2021 

 
By Sara Persson and Britt-Marie Bäcklin, Department of Environmental Research and Monitoring, Swedish 

Museum of Natural History  
 

Grey seals on the west coast 
 

Stranded grey seals on the west coast of Sweden seems to become more common, although it is still very 
rare. Previously, only four grey seals from the west coast have been necropsied at the museum; year 1990, 

2002, 2005 and 2018. During autumn and winter 2020/2021 we collected and additional three grey seals. 
One was confirmed to be from the Atlantic population. 

Leiomyoma and occlusion of the uterus in harbour seal females 
An adult female harbour seal that was shot during the hunt in autumn 2020 had occlusion of the uterus. This 

has only been observed in Sweden once before in harbour seals (1976), so this was a rare case. Stenosis was 
observed in females from 1979, 2008 and 2018. 
During necropsy of stored samples from harbour seals (from the hunt 2016) we found a female with uterine 

leiomyoma. This was also a rare case as we could only find two other records of this on harbour seals since 
the start of the monitoring in the 70’s (2004 and 2018). 

 
Female ringed seal reproduction  

 
From samples from ringed seal females collected during May and June 2019-2020 we found a generally low 

postpartum pregnancy signs rat (2 out of 14 presumed adult seals). After age determination we will check 
again, but one thought was that maybe June is somewhat late for finding uterine postpartum signs. This 

should be further investigated so that recommendations for the monitoring strategy for reproductive status 
indicator can be precise. 

 
Investigation of an area with reported thin blubber thickness in grey seals 

 
In August 2020 we were contacted by a hunter that had observed an increased number of seals that were 
very thin. The report was from the southern Bothnian Sea. We investigated this by collecting new data and 

comparing it to older data from the same area and season. We necropsied 10 seals from the area that was 
shot during the hunt and the Swedish National Veterinary Institute (SVA) necropsied one seal that was found 

dead. Two of the hunted seals were larger males that had severe colonic ulcers that was determined to be 
the likely cause of decreased blubber thickness (10 and 15 mm). Another male had gastric ulcers. The seal 

that was necropsied at SVA also had severe ulcers. Ulcers and the acantocephalan parasite Corynosoma 
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semerme infection in the large intestine are  common in this particular area. Six male grey seals had a thin 
blubber (20-30) but no lesions that could explain their condition. 

By comparing with older data we could see that the blubber indeed was thinner during autumn 2020. We 
found no indication of an increased mortality based on public reports of stranded seals. Sporadic reports has 

continued to come during spring and summer from the same hunter, but upon request to send in thin seals 
for necropsy we received no additional seals from the hunters in the area. Follow up analysis will be done 
this year. Local fishermen complains that there is no herring in the area, but there seems to be large regional 

variations. Hopefully a diet analysis of the seals can be done in the future. 
 

 
Figure. Preliminary results on blubber thickness in Bothnian Sea (X län) 2019 and 2020 with blubber thickness 
from other areas (övriga län) in 2020 as reference. Based on data from hunted seals (hane=male, hona 

=female) and length as determination of age class (until age determination is done).   
 

 
 

 

 


	Background
	Action requested
	Health Team Report

