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Leopard seals Hydrurga leptonyx occur all year round at lies 
Kerguelen. During mid-summer low numbers of adults of 
both sexes haul out which seems to be related to feeding . 
Usually solitary, groups may form on apparently preferred 
habitat in different years, and their local distribution on the 
Courbet Peninsula accords with that of the large colonies of 
macaroni penguins Eudyptes chrysolophus. 

Luiperdrobbe Hydrurga leptonyx kom regdeur die jaar op 
lies Kerguelen voor. Klein getalle volwassenes van albei ge
slagte kom in die middel van die somer aan wal, wat skyn
baar met hul kossoekery verband hou. Hoewel hulle gewoon
lik alleenlopers is, kan groepe in verskillende jare voorkom 
op wat oenskynlik voorkeurhabitatte is. Hul plaaslike vers
preiding op die Courbet-skiereiland stem ooreen met die van 
die groat kolonies macaronipikkewyne Eudyptes chryso
lophus. 

Introduction 

The leopard seal Hydrurga leptonyx which is solitary and 
widely dispersed in the Antarctic pack ice, is most common 
in areas of brash or cake ice, within 100 km of its northern 
edge (Gilbert & Erickson 1977). They are regular visitors to 
sub-Antarctic and cold temperate islands during winter when 
some individuals move towards the northern part of their 
range, where they may form non-social concentrations. This 
is facilitated by the northward extension of the pack ice dur
ing winter, reaching maximum ice cover and thickness dur
ing the late austral winter in September and October (Erick
son & Hofman 1974). At Macquarie Island (54°05'S, 
159°00'E) there was a seasonal cycle in the occurrence of 
mainly immatures of both sexes between late June and early 
September, with a peak in August (Rouil.sevell & Eberhard 
1980). At Heard Island (53°05'S, 73°30'E) south of the Polar 
Front, all age and sex classes were present throughout the 
year including pregnant females in winter (Gwynn 1953). 
Leopard seals in the pack ice region of the Antarctic appa
rently give birth in November and December and indications 
are that they mate during the latter half of December (Laws 
1984). Pupping and breeding apparently are confined to 
pack ice regions. 

At lies Kerguelen (49°15'S, 69°30'E), on the Polar Front, 
leopard seals have been present in all months except Feb
ruary and April (Paulian 1952, Esteve 1959, Bester 1981) , 
peaking from July to September (Paulian 1952). The present 
paper adds to the sparse information available on the pre
sence of H. leptonyx during summer on lies Kerguelen. 

Methods 

The major part of the 267 km coastline of the Courbet Pen
insula, lies Kerguelen , was searched on foot by three ob
servers from 13 January to 22 February 1984 (Fig. 1) , cover
ing the same area surveyed in January 1980 (Bester 1981). 

The eastern coastal sections from Cap Digby to Pointe 
Morne were censused at least twice at 12-day intervals in 
1984 during searches for tagged southern elephant seals. In 
the interim periods numerous islets in the Morbihan Bay and 
the western coastline of the Presquile Ronarch from Port 
Douzieme to the Halage des Naufrages were inspected using 
binoculars from a boat motoring close inshore. In addition 
the coastline from the Halage des Naufrages to Cap Dona
tien Cot was searched on foot on 9 February 1984. 

The location, date of sighting, condition and distinguish
ing features of each leopard seal were recorded. For a few 
individuals, total body length i.e. nose to the tip of the hind 
flipper, was measured indirectly by physically marking the 
substrate and then measuring the distance between the two 
marks subsequent to the seal's departure. The overall length 
was adjusted by multiplication with 0,89 to obtain an esti
mate of the standard (nose-tail) length for use in assigning 
age classes following Laws (1957) and Rounsevell & Eber
hard (1980). The adjustment was based on mean differences 
in nose-tail and total body length calculated from the pub
lished data of Paulian (1953) and Esteve (1959). Only data 
from leopard seals ::=: 3 m in total body length (n = 15) were 
used to compare with individuals of similar size in this study. 

Published and raw data from the 1980 survey (Bester 
1981) are included in the present results (1984), and are 
presented as an entity. 

Results 

During both ye;us leopard seals of both sexes were only 
found on the northwestern aspect of the Courbet Peninsula 
from Anse Betsy to Cap Cotter (Fig. 1). Groups of four in 
1980 and five in 1984, some of which were females, were 
found on exactly the same locality, a small 72 m2 sandy 
beach in Anse Betsy (Fig. 2). Rocky platforms on the south
ern aspect of Anse Betsy were used during both years by 
solitary leopard seals (Table 1). In both areas, particularly 
on the sandy beach, many penguin feathers were found 
above the high tide mark. These were thought to have come 
from leopard seal faeces since some were still compacted to
gether. Further one leopard seal defecated a compact ball of 
penguin feathers upon leaving the beach. 
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Table 1 

Details of H. leptonyx sightings during January 1980 & 1984, listed according to locality. 

Sightings Date 

9.01.80 

2 10.01.80 

3 29.01.84 

4 30.01.84 

5 10.01.80 

6 30.01.84 

7 10.01.80 

8 10.01.80 

9 31.01.84 

10 11.01.80 

Locality 

Anse Betsy sandy beach 

Anse Betsy sandy beach 

Anse Betsy sandy beach 

Anse Betsy sandy beach 

Anse Betsy rocky platform 

Anse Betsy rocky platform 

Riviere des Cataractes 

Cap Rouge kelp beds 

Cap Rouge rocky beach 

Cap Cotter kelp beds 

n 

4 

2 

5 

2 

2 

2 

A= Total length ; B = standard length ; y = years 
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Fig. 1. Map of the eastern part of lies Kerguelen showing areas surveyed (inset), exact locations of leopard seals sighted on the northwest
ern part of the Courbet Peninsula, and location of the Polar Front and islands mentioned in the text (inset). 
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Fig. 2. Leopard seal on the white sandy beach at Anse Betsy . 

Using natural marks, individuals were generally indistin
guishable from one period to the next during, and between 
the two seasons. Only a superficially wounded, moulting fe
male from group 3 (Table 1) was resighted the next day 
(31.01.84) at Cap Rouge 10 km distant. Most individuals had 
light-coloured (as opposed to brown) , unsoiled coats and ap
peared in good condition. All were judged "adult" and 
"large", and length/age relationships for those measured 
(Table 1) showed that the female, the unsexed one, and 
possibly the male, were sexually mature (3-4 years in the fe
male, 4-6 years in the male- Laws 19S7). 

Discussion 

The distribution of dates of sightings (Paulian 1952, Esteve 
1959, Bester 1981, present study) indicates a presence of 
leopard seals all year round at lies Kerguelen with low num
bers during mid-summer. lies Kerguelen, centred on the 
ecological boundary of the Polar Front , represent an inter
mediate situation between Heard Island to the south where 
a large number of leopard seals are present all year round, 
and Macquarie Island to the north , where leopard seals are 
usually absent during summer. The occurrence of leopard 
seals on the sub-Antarctic and cold temperate islands during 
winter suggests that this may be due , at least in part, to the 
expanding pack ice region . The solitary nature of individuals 
in the pack ice during summer (Gilbert & Erickson 1977) 
furthermore suggested that during a shortage of food during 
winter, intraspecific aggression could initiate the dispersal of 
the nonbreeding individuals, predominantly juveniles less 
than 3 years old, to distant Macquarie Island (Rounsevell & 
Eberhard 1980). As summer approaches the pack ice zone 
contracts and leopard seals move south; some remain on or 
return to the sub-Antarctic islands such as lies Kerguelen 
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(Bester 1981 , present study) and in particular Heard Island 
(Gwynn 1953, Brown 1957) which lies 440 km southwest of 
Iles Kerguelen. 

Despite the unsubstantiated statement of leopard seals 
" breeding" at lies Kerguelen (Scheffer 1958) , and the report 
of a female and juvenile (possibly her pup) on 6 October 
1957 (Esteve 1959) , the presence of adult leopard seals dur
ing mid-summer does not necessarily imply the occurrence 
of breeding. Pregnant females with full-term foetuses were 
present on 6 and 29 September (Paulian 1953, Esteve 1959) , 
but here and at Heard Island, any pregnant females that 
winter on the islands apparently leave for the pack ice in 
September and October as breeding (copulation) takes place 
in December with implantation in late February and early 
March (Tikhomirov 1975). Concomitantly lowest numbers 
are reported for Heard Island in November and December 
(Gwynn 1953), and only one sighting for December at Iles 
Kerguelen (Bester 1981). 

Assuming that H. leptonyx hauls out on an island either to 
digest a meal, to rest, for reason of injury, ailment or poor 
condition and apparent fatigue (Gwynn 1953, Brown 1957) , 
the summer population of leopard seals in good condition at 
the Courbet Peninsula is benefiting from a locally abundant 
food resource . Leopard seals are known to feed on penguins 
at lies Kerguelen (Paulian 1953, present study) and the leop
ard seals' choice of a relatively short stretch of coastline , 
centred on an extremely small sandy beach in the proximity 
of the only large colonies of macaroni penguins ( Eudyptes 
chrysolophus) on the Courbet Peninsula supports the hypo
thesis that they are living and feeding locally. Food selection 
is probably related to the availability of prey, and an associ
ation of learning experience may have a bearing on the feed
ing regime of leopard seals at different locations (Erickson 
& Hofman 1974). Consequently the exclusiveness of the 
haul-out area in the present study, and the return of leopard 
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seals to an island in consecutive years (Rounsevell & Eber
hard 1980) suggest fidelity to the area by the same individ-
~~. . 

The presence of moulting individuals during January, (Es
teve 1959, this study), also accords with the onset of the 
moult in adults at Heard Island (Gwynn 1953, Brown 1957). 
The largest haul-out of leopard seals at both Macquarie and 
Heard islands (Gwynn 1953) coincided with calm weather 
and snow-covered beaches. Therefore the choice of the only 
white sandy beach on the Courbet Peninsula seems to sup
port evidence that the presence of snow-covered (white) 
ground near the water's edge is a factor in bringing leopard 
seals ashore (Gwynn 1953, present study) . 
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