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Wildlife official: Don’t try to save seal pups

Absent mothers likely to return

KIE RELYEA 



If you see a baby harbor seal alone on a Whatcom County beach, don’t assume it’s been abandoned and needs rescue. 

Its mother simply may be out foraging, and hauling the pup away actually does more harm than help, said wildlife and marine officials who are busy this time of year fielding phone calls from people who are convinced that baby animals have been abandoned. 

“For the most part, they should just leave them alone,” said Dave Ware, game division manager for the state Department of Fish and Wildlife. 

The more a young wild animal becomes acclimated to humans, the slimmer its chances of being returned to the wild. Or surviving if it is. 

“That’s the worst thing somebody can do,” Ware said of those who whisk away wildlife in the belief that they need rescuing. 

In the Bellingham area, harbor seal pups are born from July to August. Those born before then are premature, which means the mothers may keep them or abandon them, according to Kristin Wilkinson, marine mammal stranding specialist for National Marine Fisheries Service. 

Officials will monitor a pup for 24 to 48 hours before deciding whether it has been abandoned. 

If you see a seal pup alone, stay 100 yards away and call the Marine Mammal Stranding Network — and continue to stay back. That’s because harbor seals are shy and mother seals will not return if others continue to stick around their pup. 

“Eventually they will give up trying if there are several days of people being around their pup,” Wilkinson said.

Reach Kie Relyea at 715-2234 orkie.relyea@bellinghamherald.com.
PUP ETIQUETTE 

Nursing seal pups stay with their mothers for four to six weeks, according to National Marine Fisheries Service. The agency gives the following reminders on its Web site:
KEEP YOUR DISTANCE. Approaching a seal pup may frighten away its mother. If human interference continues, the mother may give up and leave her pup. Remain at least 100 yards away and keep dogs away. Seals may bite or carry diseases. 
DON’T POUR WATER ON PUPS OR COVER THEM. They use shorelines to regulate their temperatures and to rest. 
TELL OTHERS IF PUPS ARE PRESENT and remind them to stay away. 
REPORT HARASSMENT, injuries and abandonment. If the mother has not returned in 48 hours, the pup could need help.
REPORTING HARASSMENT 

To report harassment of a seal or other marine mammal by people or their pets, call the National Marine Fisheries Service Enforcement hot line, (800) 853-1964. 
To report a stranded or injured seal or other marine mammal, call the Marine Mammal Stranding Network, (206) 526-6733. 
To report abandoned wildlife, call the state Department of Fish and Wildlife regional office at (425) 775-1311. 
More information is available at www.nmfs.noaa.gov. 
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Seal pup taken from beach
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LUMMI RESERVATION — A man found what he believed to be an abandoned seal pup on the tide flats and took it to his Lummi Shore Road home Tuesday morning. 

Rescue attempt may have done more harm than good

ISAAC BONNELL 



LUMMI RESERVATION — A man found what he believed to be an abandoned seal pup on the tide flats and took it to his Lummi Shore Road home Tuesday morning. 

But before he could call to report it, Lummi police and Whatcom County sheriff’s deputies arrived after someone reported a person carting away a seal pup. State and federal wildlife officials soon showed up as well. 

What Mike Bezona, 49, thought was an abandoned seal was a 7-dayold female harbor seal, likely left on the tide flats while its mother hunted nearby, according to a federal wildlife official and a local rehabilitation specialist. It was healthy and appeared unharmed. 

Harbor seals are protected under the Marine Mammals Protection Act, passed by Congress in 1972, and anyone who handles one could face federal charges. 

“Taking them off the beach is a violation of federal law,” said John Bowyer, a special agent for National Marine Fisheries Service. First-time offenders are usually given a warning, Bowyer said, and not fined unless they do it again. Penalties can be up to a $20,000 fine and six months in jail. 

Bowyer also warned that seals can carry diseases deadly to humans and they may bite. 

Bezona found the seal Tuesday morning while walking the shoreline of Lummi Reservation. He said he takes daily walks since he suffered a stroke that left him unable to work. 

“I’ve walked the beach every day for two years and I’ve never seen a seal,” Bezona said. 

Bezona said he decided to bring the seal to his house after waiting a few hours for the seal’s mother to return. When wildlife officials arrived, the seal was cuddled up to Bezona’s 1-year-old dachshund, Rudy. 

Bowyer said that often a mother seal will leave a pup on a beach, thinking it is a safe place, for up to three days while it goes out to hunt. 

Jolynn Beauchene, an officer for the state Department of Fish and 

Wildlife, arrived with Bowyer to take the seal to the Northwest Wildlife Rehabilitation Center off Mount Baker Highway. She said seal pup sightings are common this time of year and that people should not try to rescue an animal themselves. 

“Unfortunately, people think they are helping the animal when they’re not,” Beauchene said. 

The pup found Tuesday couldn’t be returned to the tide flats because it had been touched by people and a dog, making the mother likely to reject it if she returned. 

The chances of a seal pup’s surviving without its mother are slim, said Krista Unser, who helps rehabilitate animals at the Northwest Wildlife Rehabilitation Center. 

“Pups don’t do real well in rehab,” Unser said, citing that most seals that come in are already sick. 

This pup, however, may survive because it is well hydrated and has a healthy amount of fat, Unser said. 

The seal will be transported to Wolf Hollow in Friday Harbor, one of only two rehabilitation centers in Washington certified to work with seals, for further care. 

