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Interviewer, Terry Spraker

Terry Spraker: 
Okay.  Well, my name is Terry Spraker.  I’m the veterinarian for Colorado State University and I’m in the diagnostic lab there in the Veterinary School.  My primary purpose here is to look at mortality in fur seal pups and sub-adults and adults.  And the reason for that is that this population has been slowly declining over the last 20, 25 years.  And one of the questions is that does, is the mortality associated with death on the land, and if it is, is there any evidence of infectious diseases or specific diseases that could be related to the cause of this decline in populations?  

So, over the last 18 years we’ve been coming up here and looking at mortality of pups and attending the harvest and looking at animals that are harvested.  And roaming the rookeries and ____ areas and looking for adults.  And then, adult seals.  And then we necropsy them.  So over the years we’ve looked at those 3 age classes of animals to look for evidence of increased diseases on land in these animals.  Okay, that’s what we’ve done.  

So this pup, this pup was found this morning at the Vostochni Rookery.  And we’re going to do a necropsy on him to see what, if we can determine what caused the death of this little pup.  This is, this is a male.  And so first we’ll do the measurements.  Okay, first, the standard length and then the girth.  And then we record those.  And I’ve already recorded them.  Then we next, we look at the, one of the ways of measuring condition of the animal is to look at the blubber thickness.  So you make a cut right over the sternum and you just measure it in millimeters.  And this little guy has about 10 millimeters of blubber, which is very good.  So this little guy’s in real good body condition.

Okay.  And then next we weigh them.  Okay, this guy weighs 6½ kilograms.   That I need to record.   Okay, we cut, cut the skin at the sternum and then we measure the blubber.  And the blubber on this guy is about 10 millimeters thick.

Interviewer:    
____  the skin and a little bit tighter on that.
Terry Spraker:
Okay.

Interviewer:    
Okay.

Terry Spraker:
And then we weigh them, cut a hole in the flipper and weigh them.  And it’s 6½ kilograms.  Open him up.  You can see this guy’s really fat.  
Interviewer:    
And so what are some of the things that you're finding in these, in these pups then?

Terry Spraker: 
About 50% of the pups that we necropsy die of malnutrition.  About 20% of them die of trauma.  About 15% of them are associated with birth, birth problems like distosia.   
Or it's called distosia.  That means when they have trouble giving birth or death right around being born.  At least within the first 12 hours of birth.  So 15% die within the first, they're either stillborn or within, die within the first 12 hours of birth.  And there's about 1% to 2% of the animals have congenital anomalies.  And about 4% of the pups have different kinds of infections.  That's kind of a general comment general rule of what we’ve found over the years.
And this pup has had some kind of pressure right across here.  See how this red, so they got hit.  At least this is one thing that we’re seeing, it may have been hit right there like on a rock or something. It was laying down and another bull might have pushed on it or jumped on it.  The bulls do squash some of these pups in their normal running around activity when they’re protecting their rookeries, so that's one of the ways that this blunt trauma is caused.
And when you look at the amount of trauma that you see, there's about 20% trauma, but 13% of that is blunt trauma.  Which is, what we're seeing here, this is fluid.  All this is fluid from a infection and there's a little bit of swelling out here on the shoulder, so this animal may have been bitten.  But the bite wound healed up, but it had a bacterial infection and the infection then seeded out into the thoracic cavity.
Interviewer:    
So it's a pneumonia of some sort?

Terry Spraker:
It’s called a piothorax or pleuritis. But there'll be a little bit of pneumonia here.  But what killed him is he couldn't breath.  Okay.
Interviewer:    
So actually it suffocated?

Terry Spraker:
Well, yeah.  But he's also absorbing all these toxins and stuff with this infection.

Interviewer:    
So if you could actually, now that I'm lighter on you, to see you --

Terry Spraker:
Mmm hmm.

Interviewer:    
If you could just run through that again, just in terms of talking about, just yeah, the disease diagnosis ____.

Terry Spraker:
Okay. Well, this little pup died from a condition called pleuritis or piothorax.  There’s an, in the fluid that's inflamed, it's infected inside the thoracic cavity.  So this is probably secondary to some type of bacteremia which allowed bacteria to get into the thoracic cavity.  Sometimes there's a secondary to bite wounds, sometimes they're secondary to a lot of other kinds of little infections.  Okay.
Interviewer:    
Could you also talk about just the bite wound that it sustained and then that's, it healed?

Terry Spraker:
Yeah. Well, this animal may have had a bite wound to the chest and it sometimes heals, but the infection will still be there.  It will heal on the outside, but it won't heal on the inside.  And that, then that can spread.  And this sometimes will cause this condition.
Interviewer:    
Great.  The mortality and if it's diseased related or how do you think it might be, might be caused?

Terry Spraker:
Okay.

Interviewer:      
The population numbers --

Terry Spraker:
Okay.

Interviewer:    
And the decline.

Terry Spraker:
Okay.  Well, what I understand is that the population has declined over the years.  And one of the purposes that I come here for, sponsored by the National Marine Mammal Lab is to look for any evidence of diseases in the pups and sub-adults and adult seals that may help to explain this decline.  
And over the years we have posted approximately 2500 pups.  And in a, about 150 or so adults, and about close to 100 sub-adult animals.  And so far we have not found any evidence of a single, of a single infectious disease that is causing, that can be accounted for in regard to this decline.  
In the pups, about 50% of the pups that we necropsy die of malnutrition.  But, you have to understand that only about 5% to 6% of the overall pups die each year, so that's a relatively low number.  
And then with the adults, the majority of the males die of bite wounds with infections and, at least that we necropsy, of the 100 that we have necropsied.  And then the females have died also of bites with infections.  But about 12% of those animals have died of distosia.  So distosia is an important cause of death of the adult females.  
But when you look at the overall mortality, it's extremely low.  So that, so I'm getting these percentages from relatively few animals.  But I know the population has gone down, at least in the areas that we studied because the availability of animals underneath the catwalks has decreased steadily each year for the last 5 or 6 years.
Interviewer:    
Okay.  Just take one break for a second.  So then what, you have any ideas of what might be causing the population decline, if you --
Terry Spraker:
No.  The only thing I can say, there’s a lot of factors out there.  And the things that I see is I have, I don't see very many young animals coming back and I think that might be a problem.  I see what we call the edge effect, which is more harassment of males to females around the edges of the rookeries.  And now the rookeries are so small, there's a lot more edge effect than what they were when the rookeries were fairly large.  I think all of these factors play a role.  Maybe some of the females are not getting enough to eat, because that's why we're seeing so much starvation.  I don't know, but I think it's a combination of factors that are leading to this decrease in population.  It's going to take a long time to weed out all these different factors, because it's not a single thing, I don't think.
Interviewer:    
Okay.

  
[End of Audio]
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