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1. Summary
This report describes the occurrence of dead seals with characteristic spiral
injuries reported from sites on the UK east coast and in Northern Ireland up to
September 2010.

Severely damaged seal carcasses have been found on beaches in eastern Scotland
(St Andrews Bay, Tay and Eden Estuaries and Firth of Forth), along the North
Norfolk coast in England (centred on the Blakeney Point nature reserve), and
within and around Strangford Lough in Northern Ireland (Figure 1). All the seals
had a characteristic wound consisting of a single smooth edged cut that starts at
the head and spirals around the body. In most cases the resulting spiral strip of
skin and blubber was detached from the underlying tissue. In each case examined
so far the wound would have been fatal. The extremely neat edge to the wound
strongly suggests the effects of a blade with a smooth edge applied with
considerable force, while the spiral shape is consistent with rotation about the
longitudinal axis of the animal.

The injuries are consistent with the seals being drawn through a ducted propeller
such as a Kort nozzle or some types of Azimuth thrusters. Such systems are
common to a wide range of ships including tugs, self propelled barges and rigs,
various types of offshore support vessels and research boats. All the other
explanations of the injuries that have been proposed, including suggested
Greenland shark predation are difficult to reconcile with the actual observations
and, based on the evidence to date, seem very unlikely to have been the cause of
these mortalities.

Figure 1. Harbour seal juvenile showing typical spiral wound. Collected in the Eden estuary
in St Andrews Bay, July 2009.
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Table 1. Spiral cut seals found in south east Scotland, mainly in St Andrews Bay and around the
Fife coast between June 2008 and August 2010.

Table 2. Spiral cut seals found on the north Norfolk coast between March 2009 and August 2010.
(Unidentified indicates that the carcass was of a seal the species was not determined.)

Species) No. Age & Sex Date Location Comments

unidentified. 2 ? 23.03.09 Blakeney Point spiral cut marks
grey seal 8+ ? winter 09/10 Blakeney Point various ages. spiral cuts
grey seal 3+ ? March 2010 Blakeney Point old carcasses, spiral cuts
harbour seal 7 adult female April-June 2010 Blakeney Point spiral cut marks
unidentified 2 ? May-June 2010 Salthouse/Cley spiral cut marks
harbour seal 1 adult female 10.06.10 Blakeney Point spiral cut marks,
harbour seal 1 adult female 30.06.10 Blakeney Point spiral cut marks
harbour seal 1 adult female 12.07.10 Blakeney Point spiral cut marks
harbour seal 1 adult female 13.07.10 Blakeney Point spiral cut marks
harbour seal 1 adult female 14.07.10 Stiffkey- Blakeney old carcass, cut marks
harbour seal 1 adult female 15.07.10 Blakeney Point spiral cut marks
harbour seal 1 adult female 16.07.10 Blakeney Point spiral cut marks
harbour seal 1 adult female 20.07.10 Blakeney Point spiral cut marks
harbour seal 1 adult female 21.07.10 Blakeney Point spiral cut marks
unidentified 1 ? 21.07.10 Stiffkey-Blakeney old carcass, spiral cuts
unidentified 1 ? 22.07.10 Blakeney Point old carcass, spiral cuts
harbour seal 1 adult female 23.07.10 Blakeney Point spiral cut marks
harbour seal 1 adult female 25.07.10 Blakeney Point fresh, spiral marks
unid. seal sp 1 adult female 26.07.10 Blakeney Point half a seal cut marks
harbour seal 1 adult female 27.07.10 Blakeney Point fresh, spiral marks
harbour seal 1 adult female 27.07.10 Blakeney harbour fresh spiral cuts
harbour seal 1 adult female 28.07.10 Blakeney Point fresh, spiral marks
harbour seal 1 adult female 03.08.10 Blakeney Point fresh, spiral marks
harbour seal 1 adult female 03.08.10 Blakeney Point old carcass, spiral cuts

Species No. Age & Sex Date Location Comments
harbour seal 1 adult female 05. 06. 08 West Sands fresh
harbour seal 1 adult female 16. 06. 08 West Sands fresh
harbour seal 1 adult female 01. 07. 09 Tentsmuir fresh
harbour seal 1 adult female 06. 07. 09 Tentsmuir fresh
harbour seal 1 juvenile female 30. 07. 09 Eden estuary fresh
harbour seal 1 juvenile male 30. 07. 09 Eden estuary fresh
grey seal 1 juvenile male 06. 12. 09 Inchkeith fresh
harbour seal 1 adult female 07. 06. 10 Eden estuary fresh
grey seal 1 adult female 10. 06. 10 Fife Ness old carcass
harbour seal 1 adult female 15. 06. 10 Eden estuary fresh
harbour seal 1 adult female 16. 06. 10 Eden estuary fresh
harbour seal 1 adult female 22. 06. 10 Eden estuary fresh
harbour seal 1 adult female 25. 06. 10 Monifieth old carcass
harbour seal 1 adult female 28. 07. 10 Eden estuary old carcass
harbour seal 1 adult female 26. 08. 10 Eden estuary
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Figure 2. Areas where seals with spiral laceration have been identified so far


