
Help save the New Zealand Fur-seal

SAVING OUR SPECIES

Arctocephalus forsteri

Saving our Species aims to secure as many threatened species and 
ecological communities as possible. This conservation strategy aims 
to secure the species in the long term. This strategy was developed 
by experts who identified the priority management areas and 
conservation actions required to manage critical threats to conserve 
the species in NSW.

Saving our Species is based on a cost-effective approach that 
maximises the number of threatened species and ecological  
communities conserved through on-ground management action. If 
you want to contact us please email 
savingourspecies@environment.nsw.gov.au
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Conservation status 
in NSW:
Vulnerable

Commonwealth 
status:
N/A

Saving our Species 
management stream:
Partnership (widespread)

Species profile:
http://www.environment.nsw.g
ov.au/threatenedspeciesapp/p
rofile.aspx?id=10903

Saving our Species delivers 
on the NSW Government's 
legislative requirements under 
the Biodiversity Conservation 
Act 2016.

*Recorded species sightings 
(BioNet).

Strategic Importance: New Zealand fur seals were historically 
exploited (harvested by people for products such as oil) across their 
range, resulting in significant population declines. Though pressures 
from harvesting have ceased, the species is still threatened by human 
disturbance and conflict, climate change, disease, and fisheries 
interactions (e.g. bycatch), and entanglements. To support the long-
term survival of the species, management is required to minimise 
threats and allow the species to recolonise haul-out and breeding 
sites in its historical range. In NSW, fur seals are only known to breed 
on Montague Island, which is important as it currently represents the 
most northern breeding site for the species – though they historically 
bred further north. At some sites where seals have been re-
establishing, disturbance by recreational users has the potential to 
limit their permanent establishment at those sites. As disturbance is a 
key threat, reducing conflict with the community is important to 
support the long-term viability and recovery of the species. Though 
monitoring in 2002 and 2007 in SA, Vic, TAS, and NSW showed a 
general trend of species recovery, the most recent results from 
Montague Island in 2013 detected a decline in pup numbers. It is not 
clear whether this is related to a decline in the adult population, a 
temporal change in resources or conditions, or shifts in regional site 
usage related to some monitoring sites reaching carrying capacity. As 
the cause of this decline is difficult to ascertain, ongoing management 
and monitoring is required to ensure the security of the species in 
NSW.
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Threats to this species are outlined at: 
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/threatenedspeciesapp/profile.a
spx?id=10903#threats

The actions listed in the management action toolbox guide 
management at a site, regional or state scale.

Map of New Zealand Fur-seal occurrence and 
priority management area(s)
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Threat Action description Scale

Disturbance and 
displacement of seals at haul 
out and breeding sites (e.g. 
close approach, exposure to 
dogs, and intentional harm) 
inhibiting the permanent 
recolonization of sites 

Collaborate with land managers and the National Parks and Wildlife 
Service (NPWS) to implement the Marine Estate Management Strategy 
seal interaction plan (the plan). Engage coastal communities to reduce 
conflict with the species and to maintain safe distances to prevent 
displacement from those sites. Work with NPWS to erect signage and 
exclusion zones to encourage compliance with approach distances to 
prevent negative interactions with people and dogs. Implement the plan 
consistently across the state to align community expectations of seal 
management (e.g. related to interventions such as displacement, 
enforcement of exclusion zones, dog management, and 
communications). Target communications to specific recreational users 
(e.g. residents, dog walkers, tourists, fishers). At emerging sites, 
provide responsive communication to the public on-ground and on 
social media. Engage community groups (e.g. ORRCA), ecotourism 
businesses, and tourist centres to educate the community on safety 
around seals, ensuring messaging is consistent with government 
agency advice. Also encourage those stakeholders to report emerging 
sites or compliance issues to improve on-ground management. Align 
actions with the NPWS Marine Wildlife Management Manual.

 Site

Disturbance and 
displacement of seals (e.g. 
close approach, intentional 
harm) from recreational 
fishers inhibiting the 
permanent recolonization of 
sites.

Advise local councils on the design and placement of fish cleaning 
tables to minimise interactions with seals (e.g. placing them away from 
intertidal zones where seals can approach closely). Pilot table and 
waste disposal designs that reduce seal interactions and encourage 
responsible behaviour by fishers (e.g. minimising discard). Collaborate 
with NSW Fisheries and local councils to educate fishers on safe 
practices around seals (e.g. through signage or Fisheries Education 
Officers) and identify channels that will reach the target audience (e.g. 
during fishing licence application, through stakeholder social media and 
apps).

 Site

Lack of knowledge on the 
rates of by-catch in NSW 
fisheries.

Collaborate with NSW Fisheries through the NSW Marine Estate 
Management Strategy to monitor by-catch and entanglement of seals in 
NSW fisheries. Include electronic monitoring to maximise consistency 
of data collection and reporting. Record seal species, sex, age, and 
animal condition (e.g. alive or dead) and type of interaction (e.g. direct 
catch, entanglement, feeding off discards). Utilise results to determine if 
specific gear types pose a critical threat to seals and whether 
Threatened Species Interaction Reporting (logbook) numbers correlate 
with catch rates from observer programs. Investigate by-catch reduction 
techniques or technologies if critical threats are identified.

 Area

Entanglement in fishing gear 
and marine debris.

Work with NSW Fisheries and stakeholder groups to educate the 
recreational fishing community on practices to reduce marine debris 
and entanglements (e.g. alternatives to stainless steel hooks and 
braided line, disposal of line debris). Collaborate with Fisheries and 
stakeholder groups to tailor messages to the target audience and link to 
improvements in fishing where possible (e.g. reduced propeller 
entanglement). Identify channels that will reach the target audience 
(e.g. in fishing licence application, through stakeholder social media 
and apps). Encourage the community to report entanglements to the 
National Parks and Wildlife Service and licensed wildlife care groups 
(e.g. ORRCA, Taronga Zoo, Dolphin Marine Conservation Park).

 Area

Emerging diseases impacting 
population health including 
from pollution and poor water 
quality (e.g. persistent 
organic pollutants, dioxins, 
heavy metals, antibiotic 
resistant bacteria).

Develop a preparedness framework for Unusual Mortality Events (UME) 
to trigger a response to population health threats in the NSW context 
where seal numbers can be variable and widely dispersed. Where high-
risk events are identified, screen for infectious disease and 
demographic impacts. Utilise a standardised disease assessment 
protocol aligned with the NPWS Marine Wildlife Management Manual 
and licenced NSW marine mammal rehabilitator procedures. Collect 
and archive tissue samples for ecotoxicological analysis (e.g. heavy 
metals and organic pollutants) as a precaution to be analysed if a 
population level UME occurs.

 Area

Climate change impacting 
resource availability, such as 
the stability of breeding and 
haul out sites due to storm 
events / sea surge, and 
changes to prey distribution.

Engage with local councils to on Coastal Management Plans to 
consider the adaptive capacity of the species with climate change, 
including reducing disturbance at haul out sites to facilitate the 
permanent establishment at those sites to provide the species with 
additional habitat options if historical sites become unsuitable.

 Area

Action toolbox



Threat Action description Scale

Monitoring is required to 
assess the species 
population trends over time

Use drones to conduct an annual census of the colony at Montague 
Island during the breeding season to monitor population trend. Use 
citizen scientists to count pups, adults, and entangled animals from 
image data. Incorporate automatic processing of images (i.e. artificial 
intelligence) once the technology is nationally available. Counts of pups 
can be used as a measure of mature females in the population. Counts 
of entangled animals (as a proportion of population size) can provide an 
indication of the trend of the entanglement threat. Consider seasonal 
timing and spatial extent to simplify assessment of Australian vs. New 
Zealand fur seal populations. Align population assessment with 
population assessment in other states to consider whether trends may 
be associated with changing population dynamics and distributions 
rather than changes in localised species abundance. Engage with 
conservation groups and government agencies to promote reporting of 
seal pup sightings to NPWS. Where pups are reported, investigate 
sightings to determine if new breeding sites are emerging. If new 
breeding sites are identified undertake and annual population census at 
those sites. Also promote reporting of seal incidents to collect 
information on threats (e.g. entanglements, intentional harm) and 
correlate with trend data on Montague to inform management actions.

 Site

Monitoring actions

Regular monitoring of the effectiveness of management and trends in local populations and ecological 
communities at a site scale is an important component of all strategies. The toolbox and any site-based 
management will be adapted, added or removed over time in response to monitoring results.

Monitoring, Evaluation and Reporting Guidelines for Conservation Projects.

Find out more about our program

Visit  http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/savingourspecies

https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/research-and-publications/publications-search/saving-our-species-monitoring-evaluation-and-reporting

