National Park Service
2018 Elephant Seal Breeding Season Update
February 23, 2018

Photos by M. Cox. And S. Pickton
NMFS Permit No. 17152-00

News This Week:
• Majority of cows have bid farewell to
their pups, and departed for the open
ocean.
• Very low pup mortality this season
means the beaches are filling up with
weaned pups.
• Males are desperate to mate, as only
a few females are left.

Above: A squabble erupts between two subadult males.
Center: A cow and pup at the waterline.
Top Left: A gorgeous molted weaner displays
his neck rolls
Bottom Left: A weaner pod begins to form in
the sand.
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Pup Protectors

Above:
Two
females in
an
aggressive
display
Right: An
unhappy
cow
vocalizes at
her
neighbor.

As cows leave the beaches of Point Reyes, a marker
of their success this season is to leave behind a fat
and healthy pup. The mother’s physical condition,
and her ability to provide nourishment are of course
important factors in successful weaning. However,
the female’s behavior and ability to defend her pup
are important for her pup’s survival as well. More
dominant and aggressive cows are more successful at
defending their pups against the bites of other
females or males in the harem. Dominance also
allows a cow to secure the choicest spot in the
harem, often in the center of the group, where she
can avoid subordinate males, rising tides, and other
disturbances that could harm her pup. Older females
are aggressive more frequently, and therefore more
likely to hold a higher rank in the harem.
Photos by M. Cox. And K. Richardson NMFS Permit No. 17152-00
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Marvelous Males

Impressive displays of stamina are on display below the Drakes Beach overlook. Alpha males D1 and D4
are still dominating, as they have since the very beginning of breeding season. D4 has been observed
aggressively defending his harem against subordinate males. D1 has the largest harem on this stretch of
beach, and his presence alone seems enough to keep other males away, but who knows what he’s up to
when humans aren’t watching. Another amazing alpha, D2, has been harem master in Gus’ Cove (near
Chimney Rock) the entire season, at the height of the season defending a harem of over 150 cows!
Left: Alpha male D4 Center: Alpha male D1 Right: Alpha male D2

Photos by M. Cox. NMFS Permit No. 17152-00
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The National Park Service shall not be held liable for improper or incorrect use
of the data described and/or contained herein. These data and related graphics
are not legal documents and are not intended to be used as such. The
information contained in these data is dynamic and may change over time. The
data are not better than the original sources from which they were derived. It is
the responsibility of the data user to use the data appropriately and consistent
within the limitations of geospatial data in general and these data in particular.
The related graphics are intended to aid the data user in acquiring relevant data;
it is not appropriate to use the related graphics as data. The National Park
Service gives no warranty, expressed or implied, as to the accuracy, reliability,
or completeness of these data. It is strongly recommended that these data are
directly acquired from an NPS server and not indirectly through other sources
which may have changed the data in some way. Although these data have been
processed successfully on computer systems at the National Park Service, no
warranty expressed or implied is made regarding the utility of the data on other
systems for general or scientific purposes, nor shall the act of distribution
constitute any such warranty. This disclaimer applies both to individual use of
the data and aggregate use with other data. The National Park Service requests
that the data user refrain from publishing these data and related graphics and
wait until data is available in official, published reports.

