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Background 

This document describes the Status of the nutritional status and reproductive indicator for marine 
mammals, with a summary of the recent progress and planned future work.  

Action 

The Meeting is invited to consider the progress on the nutritional status and reproductive indicator 
and to discuss further development work in light of the HOLAS III timelines. 



 
 

Status of the nutritional status and reproductive indicator 

February 2021 
 

The challenges for the nutritional status and reproductive indicator are: 

• Data from all contracting parties should be used 
How seals are collected is very different in the different countries; Sweden has mostly 
hunted and bycaught seals, Finland mostly hunted seals, and Germany and Denmark mostly 
stranded seals for example. We already know that stranded, bycaught and hunted seals 
have significantly different blubber thickness, and the challenge is to incorporate these into 
one assessment, taking also sex, age and season into account, without losing power in the 
assessment.  

• Data on all three different species should be used 
Data on harbour seals and ringed seals has previously been too sparse for assessment. The 
current data gathering may (or may not) result in more data so that an assessment is 
possible but using the same GES threshold as for grey seals is probably not recommendable 
without investigating the data more. 
 

• Disapproval on the current GES 
For the blubber thickness measurement, GES is currently set using historical data on an 
increasing population. Only hunted juveniles collected during autumn are used. This 
minimizes the variation which increases the power in the assessment. However, as there are 
more data on other age classes and from other seasons, these could be used as well. A 
suggestion for including these was previously put forward from Finland, although that 
solution did not include stranded or bycaught animals. Also, in theory, the blubber thickness 
is expected to settle around a lower average if carrying capacity is reached, which 
complicates the assessment. 
 
For grey seals, the GES for pregnancy rate have been criticized for being too high. In 
veterinary science, 90% pregnancy rate seem very high as a cut-off-value, but direct 
comparisons with domestic animals may not be completely accurate on the other hand. 
(Although according to the latest data (Swedish and Finnish data from 2018) it seems that 
the pregnancy rate is above the 90% threshold for grey seals.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



1) Progress so far  
 
So far the work has focused on getting to the point where we can decide upon an agreed 
way forward. A timeline was set at the Health team meeting in autumn for the following six 
months work that would result in a decision on a way forward for the indicators. 
 
Monitoring guidelines have been developed for both indicators, which have helped to 
identify dissimilarities in data collection and harmonize the collection further. For example, 
agreeing upon how to assess the reproductive organs at different time points have resulted 
upon that data from all year round can be used, which, in turn, means that data from 
additional countries are used in the indicator. 
 
A study for comparing the different sites for blubber measurement and different ways of 
measuring (with or without skin) is almost finalized. This will help to include more data from 
additional contracting parties. 
 
The format for the data sheets for reporting data has been developed and agreed upon. 
Data reporting deadline was set to the 15th of January but so far only three contracting 
parties have contributed. 
 
Statistical work is ongoing on the data that we did gather. New data can be added as soon as 
it is reported. 
 

2) Planned further work  

The aim is to use the gathered data (see bullet point 1) and investigate how much data we 
have and help identify gaps. The work has been delayed somewhat according to the set 
timeline, as we are still waiting for data reports. The work includes exploring data, looking 
for possible differences in pregnancy rate between stranded, bycaught and hunted animals, 
to see if we can assess them together.  It also includes assessing the data to test a new 
approach for assessing blubber thickness. It should be possible to evaluate whether the 
amount of available data on ringed seal and harbour seals are sufficient (or have the 
potential to be sufficient) before HOLAS III. 

An additional Health team meeting is planned to be held during spring to discuss the results 
and decide a way forward. There are several possible ways to go (see bullet point 3). 

 

3) Aim by HOLAS III 
 
There are at least two possible scenarios for the nutritional status indicator depending on 
results and time/resources and discussions on the next Health team meeting: 
 
1. Keep the current GES that is set for hunted and bycaught grey seals. It was developed in 

a way that ensures a solid assessment, but the threshold does not include all 



investigated grey seals (stranded, adults, all seasons etc). In this scenario, the data from 
all contracting parties on adults and pups (and bycaught and stranded) would instead be 
thoroughly explored and assessed as trends in HOLAS III. If there is enough data on 
harbour seals and ringed seals it can be handled the same way. Overall, this is an 
excellent preparation for changing the way we set the GES threshold for all three 
species, although the exact path forward for that should be further discussed in the 
Health team. 

 
2. Try to change the GES by implementing a physiological endpoint, not affected by 

carrying capacity per se. There is theoretically a risk zone for the seals, where the 
blubber is so thin that they will probably not survive (or reproduce). The ongoing 
statistical work aims at finding this risk zone. The GES can be set by modelling (if there is 
funding) to find a safe threshold where a maximum of xx% of the general population of 
seals are within the risk zone (i.e. hunted seals). Continuous data on bycaught and 
stranded seals are needed for supporting the theory behind the risk zone and would be 
assessed as trends. Possibly, any alarming changes in those trends could overthrow the 
overall assessment and change the assessment to red instead of green. The focus would 
be on grey seals first, and the possibility to incorporate also harbour and ringed seals 
would have to be evaluated. 

 
For the reproductive indicator, we are awaiting results on whether or not we can assess hunted, 
bycaught and stranded animals in the same assessment. A literature study is ongoing as an attempt 
to find a reasonable lower pregnancy rate threshold that will in theory not affect the population. 
Population models are needed to support the suggested GES for all species. 

 

4) Brief summary of longer-term aspects  
 
If we are to change GES, modelling of the data is needed for both the reproductive indicator 
and the nutritional status indicator. This requires funding for a full-time position during one 
year. 
 
It could be worth the time spent, if we find ourselves with large amounts of data, to explore 
if it is possible to put all data into one model and adjust for season, sex, age and cause of 
death. How we would set a GES for that outcome is not clear, however.  

5) Specific issues that may need to be addressed (e.g. barriers for development, issues expected to 
affect approval or requiring guidance e.g. changes to existing indicator approaches). 

 
Funding. 
 
The work is very time consuming and the scientific work needed is extensive. For gaining 
acceptance, it could actually be important to put the results and conclusions under peer 
review. 



 


	Background
	Action

