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North Sea Seals

Thanks to television most of wus will have
witnessed the harrowing sight of common seals Phoca vitulina
in pain and dying in our living rooms. Are the seals which
visit our shores wunder threat? How can the impending
decimation be averted?

The first warnings of problems for the seals of
the North Sea were seen in April of 1988. Premature pups
were delivered in the breeding grounds of the Kattegat on
Danish and Swedish coasts. Later, hundreds of seal carcases
were washed up on the Kattegat coast and North Sea beaches
of Denmark and West Germany. Concurrently two other
ecologically aberrant phenomena were observed; firstly, a
great bloom of algae was flushed out of the Baltic Sea
through the Kattegat, and secondly, some seabird colonies on
the Shetland Isies failed to breed. Popular press editors
jJumped on a green bandwagon and blamed pollutants. This was
perhaps, in itself, no bad thing, however they were possibly
misintormed, the role of pollutants has not been fully
established in the seal virus explosion and was
insignificant in the latter cases.

As the summer progressed the heat of the seal news
increased, the word herpes was added to the list of possible
viruses and the gutter press barons became goggle-eyed and
launched funds to save seals. By the end of June 6500 seals
had died in the eastern North Sea, the total now for the
Wadden Sea alone stands at 7800, in Britain the number of
fatalities is close to 2000 seals. In all more than 14000
seals have died as a direct result of the virus.

The disease was identified as being caused by
canine distemper virus (CDV). The seals did show symptoms
one would expect in creatures suffering from CDV or the
related illness of Rinderpest. It is now generally agreed
that the infection was a Morbilli virus, many of the dead or
dying seals were found to have this infection and it was the
cause of eventual death. Has pollution then had any
influence on the outcome? 7

There was much suspicion of contamination by
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) - these compounds are known
to suppress the immune systems of mammals and also affect
fertility. It is possible however that they did not have
such an important role. The most polluted parts have not
been those where the greatest number of fatalities have been
recorded.

Frantic research was reported in the press, there
appeared to be an international race to find a cure or a
system of control of the disease. Finally one was found, the
newspapers became slightly less xenophobic, the successful
research team was from the Seal Research and Rehabilitation
Centre at Pieterburen in the Netherlands.

The system of control the Dutch have developed has
led to the recovery of a small number of seal pups, adults
are not so fortunate, most die. The Scandinavian countries
decided to let the disease run {ts course through the
population of seals believing that the surviving stocks
would be stronger. The pressure brought to bear by the
public and the newspapers has not allowed such an action to
be taken in western Furope. British and West German funds

are committed to 'saving’ seals from the virus, one
newspaper announced that it would fund a vaccination
programme ' of the Farne Islands seal colony, it is possible
that such an intrusion into the seals environment could
cause a great deal of havoc.

Have environmentalists anything to learn from this
issue? We certainly require more research on the Morbilli
viruses and how they affect seals  and, of course, on
possibie methods of treatment of the illness and the nature
of its epizootiology. We do need to know the full extent of
the role of pollution in the development of this outbreak;
we need to know if pollution accidents could cause such a
problem in the future. The fact that PCBs and other
pollutants have not directly caused this outbreak does not
allow wus any room, or reason, for complacency; the North
Sea's level of pollution may yet reach a critical level. Any
reduction of pollution would benefit the environment.

Finally, one must admit that it is a good thing
that the press and public, whatever their motives, have
given such matters a higher profile and developed greater
awareness of the issues involved.

Dean Wise
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