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INTRODUCTION
The Mediterranean monk seal Monachus monachus is a critically endangered species with a 
worldwide population of 500 animals. 250-300 individuals are living in the Greek waters. 
The main threats for the species are habitat destruction, deliberate killing, accidental 
capture in fishing gear, fisheries overexploitation, pollution, infectious diseases, and 
natural catastrophes.
MOm is notified about stranded seals from throughout coastal Greece through a National 
Rescue and Information Network (RINT), that was established in 1991. In the case of dead 
seals and depending on the carcass state, necropsies are performed and all necessary 
samples are collected for the diagnosis of the death cause and other research purposes.
The aim of this study was to examine, based on the necropsies conducted, the causes of 
death for the species over the past 20 years in Greece.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
The necropsies were performed by trained staff, following specific protocols for 
Pinnipeds, adapted to the Mediterranean monk seal. The causes of death were 
classified into the following categories:

Non-human induced death (NHID): all incidents where there are no evidence of 
human action causing the death of the animal (disease, drowning of pups). 

Deliberate killing (DK): all incidents where the evidence collected show 
unequivocally that the death was the result of deliberate human action (trauma from 
shooting gun, harpoon or dynamite). 

Accidental death (AD): all incidents where death is caused by non-deliberate 
human action (entanglement in fishing gear).

Unknown Cause of Death (U): all cases where the cause of death cannot be 
diagnosed. 
For reasons of comparison the data are presented in two decades: 1986-1995 and 
1996-2005.

Figure 1. Total number of deaths reported and necropsies performed.

Figure 2. Death causes during the study period

Figure 3. Identified causes of death by age class throughout the study period (1986-2005)
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CONCLUSIONS
Overall, the most frequently recorded cause of death, 
throughout the study period 1986-2005, in the 
Mediterranean monk seal population in Greece, was 
found to be non-human induced. However, this is not 
consistent when we consider age classes: pups are 
dying mainly due to natural causes, sub-adults are 
mainly dying accidentally from entanglement in fishing 
gears and half of the adults are found dead due to 
deliberate killing.

Our results provide evidence that fisheries related 
causes of death remain at high frequencies, especially 
in the sub-adult and adult segment of the population.

MOm is addressing the seal-fisheries issue through 
the MOFI project: “Monk seal and Fisheries: 
Mitigating the conflict in Greek Seas”, funded partially 
through the LIFE Nature Program of the E.C. The 
project’s objective is to improve the conservation 
status of the monk seal in Greece, by mitigating the 
negative consequences to both the seals (decrease the 
overall mortality rate of the species), and the fishery 
sector (decrease the loss of income).
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RESULTS
Over the past 20 years, 203 stranded animals were reported 
and in 86 of them full necropsies were conducted (Figure 1).
The high frequency of dead animals in the second decade (x= 
12.7 animals/year) relative to the first one (x=6.6), is due to the 
limited information received during the first years of RINT’s 
operation, and should not be viewed as an increase of the 
species mortality over the years.
Causes of death were recorded as follows: NHID accounted for 
45% of all cases, DK accounted for 20% and AD in for only 8% 
of all cases (Figure 2). In 31 cases, the cause of death could not 
be determined.
No significant difference was found in the patterns of mortality
between the 2 decades (Figure 2; t-test, t=-0.0104).
Considering the death causes determined by age classes, the 
most frequent cause found was DK in adults (50%), AD in sub-
adults (46%), and NHID in pups (93%) (Figure 3).
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