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Wadden Sea Seal Management Plan 2023-2032

Seal Agreement, Art. Il, a
"Seal" means an animal of the species Phoca
vitulina.

Seal Agreement, Art. I, b

The "Agreement Area" means the area of water
known as the Wadden Sea, including all sandbanks
therein as well as all shore areas of the North

Sea coasts of Denmark, the Federal Republic

of Germany and the Netherlands between
Blaavandshuk to the north and Den Helder to the
west. The main ranges and the main migration
routes are located in the Wadden Sea.

Seal Agreement, Art. Il, d

"Habitat" means any part of the Agreement Area
which is essential to the maintenance of the vital
biological functions of seals, including but not

limited to breeding, whelping, nursing, feeding or
resting;

Seal Agreement, Art. lll
The Parties shall cooperate closely with a view to

achieving and maintaining a favourable conservation

status for the seal population

Seal Agreement, Art. IV

The Parties shall develop, on the basis of scientific
knowledge, a conservation and management plan
for the seal population. This plan shall contain a
comprehensive statement of actions which are or
are not to be undertaken by the Parties to achieve
the goals of this Agreement.

Objective 1: Due to their increasing presence in the Agreement Area and their protection under Annex Il and V of the EU
Habitats Directive, grey seals (Halichoerus grypus) are equally considered under the SMP.

Target action 1.1: For the implementation of the SMP, grey seals are given the same status as harbour seals, if not specified
otherwise.

Objective 2: The management of the Wadden Sea seal populations takes into account developments outside the Agreement
Area, to the extent relevant.

Target action 2.1: For monitoring and management purposes, distribution maps will be prepared, defining important areas for
Wadden Sea seals inside and outside the Wadden Sea, including the important feeding areas in the North Sea and satellite areas
used for resting and breeding adjacent to the Agreement Area (i.e. Helgoland, Dutch Delta).

Target action 2.2: Population developments in satellite colonies of the Wadden Sea seal populations, like Helgoland or the Dutch
Delta, will be taken into account for the interpretation of population dynamics in the Agreement Area.

Target action 2.3: Potential threats to feeding areas in the adjacent North Sea (see also Objective 7 and 17) will be considered for
the development of new management measures for the seal populations in the Agreement Area.

Objective 3: The moult is a key biological function in seals. During this period, seals spend an extended period of time on land,
relying on critical habitats within the Wadden Sea which are essential for the maintenance of the vital biological functions of
seals.

Target action 3.1: For the purpose of the SMP, moult will be considered as a key biological function under Art. Il, d when defining
essential habitats for seals within the Wadden Sea.

Objective 4: Criteria are defined to monitor the favourable conservation status of the Wadden Sea seal populations, and
changes therein.

Target action 4.1: In addition to the rate of increase, an (additional) parameter will need to be defined to describe the conservation
status of the seal population, acknowledging that changes in the population might occur prior to a decline in numbers.

Target action 4.2: Members of the Expert Group Marine Mammals (EG-MM) will continue to take part in discussions (within OSPAR,
Habitats Directive and MSFD) regarding the definition of appropriate ranges to assess changes in population sizes and range as an
alerting signal to take additional management actions.

Objective 5: The SMP is reviewed at intervals of 5 years and amended based on the latest scientific findings.

Target action 5.1: Finalising a period, activities conducted in relation to the objectives of the current SMP will be reviewed.

Target action 5.2: Based on the review (Outcome 5.1) and an assessment of the latest scientific findings with relevance for the
management of the Wadden Sea seal populations, the objectives and target actions will be amended for the following period.
Possible caveats in scientific knowledge to support appropriate conservation and management will be indicated, and where needed,
research topics to be conducted in the following period will be proposed (Objective 7)
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Seal Agreement, Art. V, 2 b
They shall monitor and co-ordinate their research on
seal migration.

Seal Agreement, Art. V, 2 c

They shall monitor and co-ordinate their research on
seal population parameters, e.g. diseases, survival, age
structure, sex ratio.

Objective 9: Migratory movements of seals in the Wadden Sea and between adjacent areas in the North Sea are assessed.
Target action 9.1: Movements of seals between the Wadden Sea and adjacent areas shall be investigated to enable better advice
on spatial planning of activities in the North Sea, especially with regards to new activities in the area such as offshore windfarms.

Objective 10: Population parameters and disease outbreaks are monitored through the TMAP monitoring (Objective 8) and
a trilateral stranding network.

Target action 10.1: Possibilities of harmonization of national data collection on stranded animals (e.g. age, sex, cause of death) will
be mapped and reachability of a trilateral stranding network will be investigated.

Target action 10.2: Standardised necropsies and disease monitoring will be conducted on a relevant subset of stranded seals per
region to monitor cause of death and the emergence and impact of pathogens (e.g. PDV, H5N1). Tissue samples will be collected
from these animals and stored in tissue banks to monitor long-term developments in pathogens and pollutants (see also Objective
17).
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The implementation of the Leeuwarden declaration
differs between countries. In Denmark, the release
of animals from captivity is forbidden, leading to a
complete stop of rehabilitation efforts. In Germany
and the Netherlands, a limited number of designated
seal centres are active in the rehabilitation, especially
of pups and yearlings. In the Netherlands, where the
numbers of rehabilitated seals were extremely high
(Brasseur, 2018), new regulations were introduced
in the Dutch “seal agreement” which resulted in a
significant change in practices.

To minimise the risks associated with the rehabilitation
and release of seals, clear rules need to be defined.
The seal populations need to be resilient towards
future threats, resulting, for example, from global
warming and the ongoing human development of
coastal waters in favour of food and energy. The natural
adaptive potential of the seal populations should not
be weakened by the reduction of natural selection
processes or potentially higher burdens of pathogens
due to rehabilitation. Thus, it is important to discuss
whether the higher chances of survival of individual
seals outweigh the negative effects of captivity, like
habituation to human presence or the exposure to
pathogens, especially multi-resistant bacteria, which
may affect the wild population.

Exchange of information and coordination of research
activities with the seal centres on taking and releasing
of seals and its impact on the wild population, also
within the framework of the trilateral stranding
network, is required. Annual reporting on the taking,
treatment and release of seals to the coordinating
institution will provide necessary data. Changes in
management shall be discussed with the seal centres
based on the acquired scientific evidence, prioritizing
the survival of the wild population.

Seal Agreement, Art. VI, 2,
second part

Seals which are clearly suffering
and cannot survive may be
killed by the persons referred to
in this paragraph.

Seal Agreement Art. VI, 3

Any Party having granted
exemptions as mentioned above
shall notify the other Parties

as soon as possible and provide
them an opportunity for review
and comment.

Objective 13: Only persons who have been trained and are authorised may handle dead
or live seals on the beach (Objective 22).

Target action 13.1: Institutes and organisations with permission to handle wild seals, will keep
a record of the personnel qualified to do so, which means that they have been designated by
the authorities as in Objective 22.

Target action 13.2: Based on the experience of trained personal and existing protocols

on the handling of seals in the wild, standards of best practices will be developed for the
assessment and handling of stranded seals in the Wadden Sea.

Target action 13.3: Information on handling of wild seals shall be shared with the general
public to increase awareness and recognition.

Objective 14: Reports on all recorded stranded seals (live or dead), including those
captured and taken to rehabilitation and their potential release, is collected by local
authorities in each region and provided annually to the coordinating institution (CWSS).
Target action 14.1: Develop standardised reporting protocols in collaboration with the
relevant stakeholders to facilitate reporting on handling of seals.

Target action 14.2: All recorded stranded seals (live or dead) including those captured and
taken to rehabilitation are documented and reported to the competent authorities (see also
Objective 10).

Target action 14.3: The EG-MM will use the data to provide better advice on the population
development (i.e. signalling local issues in survival/diseases; relating rehabilitation efforts to
changes in colony size) in regular reports.

Target action 14.4: Projects aimed at evaluating the impact of seal rehabilitation on the
Wadden Sea seal populations shall be developed in collaboration with the authorised seal
centres.
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Seal Agreement, Art. VII, 2

The Parties shall preserve habitats and seals present
from undue disturbances or changes resulting,
directly or indirectly, from human activities.

Seal Agreement, Art. VIi, 3

The Parties shall have regard to the protection

of habitats from adverse effects resulting from
activities carried out outside the Agreement Area.

Objective 16: The geographical scope of possible disturbances of seals at seal reserves is known.

Target action 16.1: An evaluation on the spatial scale of potential disturbances caused e.g. by tourism, fisheries, mining, shipping,
construction, energy developments within the Agreement Area will be conducted.

Target action 16.2: Habitat requirements of seals and possible areas of conflict with human activities will be identified.

Target action 16.3: Disturbing activities in seal reserves will be prohibited at least during breeding and moulting. For harbour seals
this should cover the period from 15 May to 01 September; for grey seal from 15 November to 15 January for breeding and in
March and April for moulting.

Objective 17: Human activities known to affect the natural behaviour of seals are limited or mitigated to the extent possible.
Target action 17.1: An inventory of bycatch monitoring efforts shall be made and evaluated for their accuracy to record seal bycatch
in the Wadden Sea and adjacent waters (supplementing recent ICES WGBYC studies) and, if necessary, potential further measures
shall be explored.

Target action 17.2: The legal basis for the use of mitigation measures that prevent seals from drowning in nets shall be assessed.
Target action 17.3: As part of the stranding data, information on drowning of seals shall be collected to gain a better understanding
of drowning and entanglements, both in standing nets and ghost nets.

Target action 17.4: The impact of tourism on seal habitats will be investigated with the aim to develop sustainable guidelines for
tourism operations.

Objective 18: Wide-ranging consequences of human activities outside the agreement area (e.g. prey depletion, oil spills

and pollution from dredging, wind farms, detonation of bombs and shipping) on the seal populations are considered for
management purposes, and lacks of knowledge and thus additional research needs identified.

Target action 18.1: EG-MM will conduct a workshop to discuss the potential impact of human activities and developments in
adjacent areas, including the cumulation of effects, to give specific recommendations on their implication for the management of the
seal populations in the Agreement Area and future research needs.

Target action 18.2: A review of the existing literature on effects of increased shipping, but also air traffic, on seals and changes in the
traffic volume across the Wadden Sea will be conducted to gain a better understanding on the how the resulting noise pollution may
affect the distribution of seals in the Wadden Sea.

Target action 18.3: Options for contributing to monitoring and assessing activities outside the Agreement Area that may have a
negative impact on the Wadden Sea seal populations, or the availability of such data as part of monitoring activities carried out under
NATURA 2000 or OSPAR, will be explored.
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