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ABSTRACT 
The Mediterranean monk seal is one of the most endangered and least understood marine mammals on the planet. Fewer than 600 

individuals are estimated to survive, the majority of which at remote and inaccessible locations in Greece. Following the discovery in 2008 

at the island of Gyaros of one of the most important populations of the species, we set out to document the demographic structure, 

behavior, and habitat use and suitability of this population during the reproductive season of 2011, using infrared cameras and field 

surveys. In six months of systematic monitoring efforts we recorded more than 90,000 images, identified at least 25 different individuals 

of all sex and age classes and documented two births, aggressive interactions between females, fostering and suckling events. During our 

field surveys we documented also on several occasions monk seals using open beaches for resting and suckling pups. Based on the results 

of the study we conclude that the local monk seal population of Gyaros is not composed of solitary individuals, as is generally thought to 

be the case throughout the distribution of the species in the eastern Mediterranean Sea, but that it has retained the social structure of a 

colony, similar to the one observed at the well-studied colony of the species at Cabo Blanco. This is only the first case of a monk seal 

colony in the eastern Mediterranean Sea and vividly exemplifies the importance of Greece in the conservation of the species. The 

information from this study has been used by the Hellenic Government in the establishment of a 3-mile no-fishing zone at the island of 

Gyaros. Within the framework of the EU LIFE+ NATURE “CYCLADES” project, MOm and WWF Greece have designed a scheme of concrete 

conservation and management actions in order to secure the preservation of the species at Gyaros. 

INTRODUCTION 
The Mediterranean monk seal (Monachus monachus) is one of the most endangered and least understood marine mammals on the 

planet. Fewer than 600 individuals are estimated to survive, the majority of which at remote and inaccessible locations in Greece. 

Following the discovery in 2008 at the island of Gyaros of one of the most important populations of the species, we set out to document 

the demographic structure, behavior, and habitat use and suitability of this population during the reproductive season of 2011. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 
Following the circumnavigation of the island and the discovery of eleven resting and pupping caves, two infrared cameras were installed in 

the main reproductive cave GIA 4 (Map 1) to study in-cave behavior. Another three cameras were installed at the main resting beaches. 

Field surveys were carried out monthly to replace camera batteries, collect data and carry out field observations. 

RESULTS 
In six months of systematic monitoring efforts 90,000 images were recorded by the infrared cameras. The cameras recorded: 

• At least 25 different individuals of all sex and age classes (Figure 1) 

• Two pupping events (Figure 2) 

• Numerous aggressive interactions between females (Figure 3) 

• A fostering event 

• Several suckling events (Figure 4) 

During the field surveys monk seals were documented on several occasions to use open beaches for resting and suckling pups (Figure 5). 

DISCUSSION – CONCLUSIONS 
Based on the results of the study we conclude that the local monk seal population of Gyaros is not composed of solitary individuals, as is generally 

thought to be the case throughout the distribution of the species in the eastern Mediterranean Sea, but that it has retained the social structure of a 

colony, similar to the one observed at the well-studied colony of the species at Cabo Blanco. This is only the first case of a monk seal colony in the 

eastern Mediterranean Sea and vividly exemplifies the importance of Greece in the conservation of the species. 

CONSERVATION IMPLICATIONS 
Key findings of this study have been used to formally designate Gyaros and its 
surrounding 3 nautical mile area as a NATURA 2000 site, part of the European Union’s 
Network of protected areas. Additionally a 3-mile no-fishing zone around the island 
of Gyaros, has been proposed and will be established by the Greek government in 
the near future. Within the framework of the EU LIFE+ NATURE “CYCLADES” project, 
MOm and WWF Greece have designed a scheme of concrete conservation and 
management actions in order to secure the preservation of the species at Gyaros. 
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