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Interviewer, Terry Spraker, Female Speaker, Male Speaker, Steve

Terry Spraker: 
Okay.  My name is Terry Spraker.  I’m a veterinary pathologist.  I’m a professor in the Department of Pathology at Colorado State University for Collins, Colorado.  I’ve been coming out here to the Pribilof Islands to study diseases of fur seals for the last 19 years.  Okay.  This is something, all of this area in here is a haul out area and even 5 and 6 years ago, there were quite a few animals in this area.  And now there’s hardly any animals here at all.  And what this shows you that there’s a marked reduction in the number of young animals coming back to the rookery.  And these animals are out at sea for a year and a half and what I see is that these animals are probably dying out at sea and not coming back.  And this is why this area here is devoid of young, male animals.
Interviewer: 
Okay.  And if you want to ask the questions, somebody can ask the question, what’s killing them out at sea?  
Terry Spraker:
Why don’t you ask that?

Female Speaker:
He’s got the better film voice.

Interviewer: 
Okay, Steve.
Steve:
So the younger seals aren’t coming back.  What do you think is happening to them when they’re out at sea for those 18 months?

Terry Spraker:
Well, what I can tell you for sure is I know that we’ve been studying the diseases of the pups and the pups are very healthy when they leave.  And then because of being able to examine animals when they come back, it looks like, first of all, the young animals are not coming back.  So there’s something happening in the time that they’re spending out in the ocean.  We see no evidence of disease out there, because when the animals come back, we get a chance to look at many of them when they come back.  And there’s no evidence of tell-tale diseases.  So in my estimation, they’re just not getting enough food.  And they’re having, or they’re having a hard time finding food because they’re young, inexperienced at fishing and they’re just not finding enough food to eat.  So they die when they’re out in the oceans.
Interviewer:
Perfect.

Terry Spraker: 
This is really incredible.  There’s hardly any animals here [seal making noise] anymore.  There’s just a few adult, idle bulls.  These bulls should have females around them, but there’s no females because there’s a lot fewer animals coming back to these rookeries.  We’ve been, we’ve been, we were asked to try study this decline.  And for the last 19 years, we have tried to look for diseases to see if diseases were part of this decline.  We can’t find any diseases, both in the pups or the sub-adult animals, that’s the young animals.  Or the males or females.  
And the only thing that, at least I can understand that, that’s causing or at least it plays a very big part of the decline, is that these animals are not returning from the ocean.  And we’re not seeing any tell-tale signs of diseases that could be occurring in the ocean [seal making noise] and we’re looking at that fairly extensively.  
And so the only thing I can see is these little young animals, when they leave this shore when they’re about 6 months of age, cannot find enough food.   Because they have to learn how to fish on their own, they have to learn how to swim on their own and they have to have an abundance of fish to survive.  And they’re not surviving.
So part of the, part of the big problem, I think, is that we’re not getting any recruitment to these herds.  And so they’re, they’re just declining.  And right now we’re in a real fast decline, because there’s hardly any young animals coming back and now these older animals are beginning to die off.  And so there’s a reduced number of males and females and I think we’re in real deep trouble right now with this seal population.
Interviewer:
Okay.

Male Speaker:
For the young ones to start getting enough food --

Terry Spraker:
And what I see is the young ones are not getting food, because the animals that we look at, even these young ones, are thin.  They’re not, they used to be fat.  15 years ago, they were in a lot better condition that they are now.  They’re just really thin.  And [seal making noise], and not only that is I’ve seen that even some of the adults are thinner than what they should be.   So in my estimation, that they’re not getting enough food to eat when they’re in their pelagic migration.
[End of Audio]
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