An acronym is an abbreviation formed from the initial components in a phrase or a word.
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I’m here today to introduce you to and explain a little bit about a new group, the Northwest
Atlantic Seal Research Consortium (NASRC).
We are a group that formed following a number of meetings and workshops focusing on
seals and seal issues.
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There were two meetings that were our main starting point. The first was “Gulf of Maine
Seals ‐ Populations, Problems and Priorities”, May 28‐29, 2009 held at and sponsored by
Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution. The second was “Gulf of Maine Seals ‐ Fisheries
Interactions and Integrated Research “ , October 28th 2011, held at and hosted by the
Provincetown Center for Coastal Studies. While these were by no means the first meetings
to focus on seals and seal issues, part of the rational for the first of these meetings was
that there had not been a general meeting focusing on issues
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Two of the goals of that first meeting were to build community between stakeholders and
scientists with an interest in pinnipeds in the Gulf of Maine and to formulate strategies and
suggest tools for addressing issues identified at the meeting. The second meeting was
focused more directly on issues relating to increasing seal populations and fisheries. Based
on feedback from attendees of both workshops we felt that it was important to maintain
an ongoing effort towards these goals. With this in mind we formed a steering committee,
drafted a mission statement and working mandate for organization and guidance.
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In short we hope to strengthen the role of science in working through issues presented by
changes in seal populations. But, just what is the role of science in these discussions?
Pinniped problems and issues can be addressed from at least three different perspectives,
legal, ethical and scientific. A legal approach focuses on regulations and laws pertaining to
marine mammals. Ethical perspectives focus on values and attitudes that individuals and
society as a whole hold for seals. The scientific perspective looks at scientific research and
data. Ideally, a well balanced solution would incorporate aspects of all three.
Unfortunately this has not always been the case.
case Solutions can and have been built
around a single perspective.

7

Part of the problem is that all too often, there has not been a lot of good science available
that could be used to help resolve a particular problem.
One of the main reasons for this, I think, is that pinnipeds are cryptic and difficult to study.
They are animals that must only come ashore to breed and therefore spend the majority of
their time in an environment where they are difficult to observe at best. Many species
have adapted exceedingly short breeding and weaning times so they spend very minimal
time where they can be easily observed. Furthermore, seals are very adaptable. They
have survived through the ages by being able to adapt quickly to changing conditions in
the marine environment, an environment that is far more changeable, erratic and dynamic
that terrestrial ecosystems. As a result seals are ecologically dynamic, flexible and
exceedingly changeable.
This, I think, means some good news and some not so good news.
The not so good news is that due to their incredible changeability and ecological flexibility,
valid, broad scale assumptions about seals are very difficult to make – and therefore broad
scale solutions to problems may not tend to work. For example, consider foraging
behavior. What a particular seal is feeding on may change dramatically based on a wide
assortment of variables such as availability of prey species, or prey size, even individual
preference and experience. So broad conclusions about diet based on data collected in
one place at one time may not be completely applicable to another place and time.
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So what is the good news?
The biggest piece of good news is that our ability to collect, make sense of and disseminate
data has taken vast strides in recent years. In the past the telemetry technology needed to
remotely monitor animals either while at sea or on hard to reach haulouts has been crude,
large and expensive. While technology is rarely cheap hardware now exists that can be
used to track, monitor and collect data on free ranging animals at sea and in remote
locations for long periods of time. Besides telemetry used by researchers, we now have a
range of data collecting tools that did not exist a decade ago and are available to virtually
anyone. For example, nearly everyone now carries equipment with them that can collect
record and transmit valid, verifiable, geolinked data – your cell phone. Cell phone cameras
can be used to take photos that if verified can be used as archival data. GPS enabled
phones can link photos to a specific location at a specific time (geolinking). Ten years ago a
single GPS enabled camera would have been a major expense for a research program.
Thanks to things like cloud based software and networking sites we now have an
unprecedented range of analytical and data distribution tools that can be used to collect,
analyze, share and distribute information to an unlimited range of researchers and
stakeholders alike. This presents exciting possibilities for improving data quantity and
quality with highly flexible, adaptable, local and real‐time information that can be used to
overcome the problems posed by seals ecological unavailability and variability. This should
mean better science to help better address pinniped problems and issues. We now have
tools appropriate to the task.
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Our vision for NESRC then is to harness the power of this new capacity and to help connect
scientists and stakeholders make better, well informed choices towards managing issues
that increasing seal populations present.
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Although we are new, we have created several tools that we hope will help.
The first is a webpage. This is the virtual home of the consortium. It includes links to
research, news and contact information
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For example, when questions were raised about a link between increasing seals and beach
closures on the Cape, researcher Dr. Rebecca Gast a WHOI research scientist quickly
surveyed available data on beach closures relative to seal haul outs and posted a review
and analysis of the information. While, preliminary this type of information can be a useful
part of the discussions about impacts seals may have on beaches and can help to show
how the issue might be monitored and mitigated.
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Another tool linked to the main webpage is the Marine Animal Identification Network
webpage and database. This webpage was created as a place where anyone – researchers,
rehabilitators or the general public ‐ can get information about and report tagged and
identified individual animals. The page contains information about tags used by tagging
programs and provides a place to report sightings. Tag sightings are rare, and we hope that
by increasing the number of “eyes” looking for tags will result in better reporting of tagged
animals. We also hope to build a database of individually identifiable animals to improve
information about individual animal activities.
activities
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We are also in the early stages of planning another workshop and meeting for the fall of
this year and would welcome suggestions and input on how we can better accomplish our
goals.
On behalf of the steering committee, “Thank you”.
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