™M N onachus Guardian

monachus / schauvinslandl F cropicalis

Cover Story

Vol. 7 (1): June 2004 Download this article E

ARAB THE PILGRIM
Ali Cemal Gucu and Meltem Ok
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Institute of Marine Sciences (METU-IMS)

Almost 10 years ago, the first pup identified by the METU-IMS team in the Cilician Basin was
named “Arab” because of his paradoxically bright dark coloration. He was, probably, the son of
the dominant male in the region called “Kahramanmarasliabdullah” or “KAMASH” for short. Later,
as the data on the seals of the Cilician basin were accumulated, so the social structure of the
colony started to become evident and suggested that a large adult male rules over a region with
an arbitrarily estimated home range of 37 to 56 km. Within the range of a single adult male, the
rest of the individuals tend to gather into small and separate groups. Each group was then
observed using only certain caves within each of the sub-regions. This sub-group structure (a
single adult male with one or more reproductive females using selectively the same caves) may
resemble a form of polygyny. Habitat partitioning by sub-groups exclusively using certain caves,
the presence of home ranges for each of the adult males, and the presence of a single adult male
per social group were indicators of territorial behaviour.

Figure 1. The locations of the recent seal sightings in the Levant Sea.

Although no evidence, such as defensive behaviour of territories at sea or in the caves was
observed or reported during research in the Cilician Basin, the study also failed to answer a



significant question: what happens to the male pups when they attain sexual maturity. Do they find
a shelter within their own sub-region, or are they forced to abandon the territory of the dominant
male?

Recently, on 8th February 2004, late in the afternoon, two seals were sighted in front of the tall
buildings of Mersin city by locals. The site is 100 km away from the nearest boundary of a territory
determined in the study. It would be hard believe that a pair of seals would ever appear in such
an urbanised area had they not been videotaped by an amateur cameraman. The seals
apparently feasted from a fishing net, stayed at the site for a while and then vanished towards the
west. Next day, early in the morning, a Coast Guard boat commander sighted a seal within the
Gulf of Iskenderun, nearly 100 n. miles east of the first sighting site. The distance between the 2
sightings clearly indicated that they were not the same seals. From the distinct patch on the seal’s
belly, the commander identified the animal as an adult male. These were the first data to reach
the monk seal conservation team of the METU-IMS through the newly launched seal sightings
network to follow the migratory trails of the monk seal in the Gulf of Iskenderun.

Later, the network enabled the METU-IMS team to track this male seal along his way to the Syrian
border where he now seems to have settled (see Figure 1). According to the local fishermen,
without whom the data would have never been collected, this is typical behaviour of the seals
sighted in the area. On irregular intervals, seal(s) are sighted, stay in the area for 10 to 20 days
and disappear for a long while. A female sighted last year at the same place, bearing wounds at
the rear part of her body, (descriptions given by the observers are identical to mating wounds on a
female) indicates that the area is not only visited by the same individual.

Now, within the framework of the new monk seal research project jointly carried out in the Gulf of
Iskenderun by METU-IMS and BTC Co Pipeline company [see Perspectives, TMG 6 (2):
December 2003], the caves in the area that are suitable for seal use were equipped with infrared
monitors. This is essentially the same approach that had previously been successfully applied to
understand cave use patterns and for photo-identification of the seals along the Cilician coast.
There, TrailMaster infrared monitoring systems were used to monitor seal activity in caves. The
system has three components: a transmitter, a receiver and a 35-mm camera with a built-in flash.
The transmitter and the receiver were set and aligned 20-30 cm above the floor of the cave and
the camera was placed in a location that permitted the best view of the seals. The transmitter
emitted infrared pulses every 0.05 s and the receiver recorded an event when the infrared beam
was broken for a second or longer (20 consecutive missed pulses=1.0 s). This value was short
enough to record a seal’s passing through the beam and long enough not to record a false event
such as those caused by flying bats, water splashes, etc. Each event was stored in the receiver by
date and time. The receiver automatically activated the camera when an event occurred. To
prevent depleting the entire roll of film by multiple events occurring shortly after one another, the
camera was delayed for 90 min after an event. Infrared monitors and cameras were installed in
the three most actively used caves but two of the systems were destroyed during a storm. Data
from two of the caves were disregarded, as the collection could not be applied for a complete year
due to mechanical damage. The data recorded at cave Dehliz were later analysed for activity
patterns (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Activity patterns at cave Dehliz.



Seal photographs from three of the caves were used for individual identification. The female seen
in Photo 1 is recognized by the dense mating scars on the back and circle shaped mark on her left

shoulder.

e, - EIMETULIMS
Photo 1. Caught on camera: a female seal with dense mating scars.

Of particular importance to identification criteria , the pictures also provided useful information on
the colour ranges of individuals. revealing how pelt colour may change within a couple of hours
and turn from black to light grey (Photo 2 and 3) due to drying.

Photo 2. The camera picks up the change in pelt Photo 3. ... to light grey.
colour, from black...

In another instance, a cave lacking a suitably large platform on which a seal could comfortably
rest, and hence not initially considered important by the research team, was later proven by the
monitoring system to be the most actively used cave in the area (Photo 3). Careful scrutiny of this
photograph reveals not only the individual on the platform, but also the flipper of a second seal in
the water. A third individual can just be made out at the anterior of the seal on the platform. The
greatest number of seals that researchers have observed sleeping side by side on the platform is
4,

Photo 4. A member of the research team ‘hauls out’ to demonstrate the size of the platform.

If the male seal is caught by the monitors during his current stay in the Iskenderun region, the
images obtained will be compared with those recorded in the Cilician Basin to determine whether



the migratory seals sighted in the Levant Sea are, in fact, members of the same colony. If the
hypothesis proves correct, and if the male recently sighted in the Gulf of Iskenderun is a member
of the Cilician colony, it is unlikely to be anyone else but Arab, who by now has attained sexual
maturity. Although the reasons why seals in the Levant Sea migrate is still unclear, the journey of
Arab may be another compelling piece of evidence for territorial behaviour in the Mediterranean
monk seal.



