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PRESENT STATUS AND TREND OF THE MEDITERRANEAN MONK SEAL
(Monachus monachus) POPULATIONS

FOREWORD
The information contained in the present report has been compiled by the Parc National de Port
Cros (France), and reviewed and edited in the present form by the Regional Activity Centre for
Specially Protected Areas (UNEP/MAP), to serve as a working document at the Meeting of
Experts for the Evaluation of the Implementation of the Action Plan for the Management of the
Mediterranean Monk Seal (Rabat, Morocco, 6-9 October 1994).
The authors have largely based themselves on the work already carried out by Didier
Marchessaux, published by the Council of Europe in 1989 as Nature and Environment Series
under the title “The biology, status and conservation of the monk seal (Monachus monachus)”.
The relevant information has been updated in the light of available new data.
The present document is expected to be further updated on the basis of the information supplied
by the participants to the above mentioned Expert meeting, and subsequently published as a
section of a more comprehensive document on the Mediterranean monk seal currently being
prepared by the Parc National de Port Cros and the Regional Activity Centre for Specially
Protected Areas.
NOTE: The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this document do not
imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of RAC/SPA and UNEP concerning
the legal status of any State, Territory, city or area, or of its authorities, or concerning the
delimitation of their frontiers or boundaries.

SPAIN
Legal protection
The monk seal is classified as a species threatened to extinction by the royal decree n° 459 of 20
March 1990, passed in pursuance of the law of 27 March 1989 on the protection of natural sites
and wild fauna and flora; this classification implies the prohibition of killing, capturing, holding,
transport, sell or disturb monk seals or disturb their breeding or resting sites.
The species is also protected under the legislation of some autonomous communities. In
Andalusia, the decree n° 4/86 of 22 January 1986 protects all marine mammals and accordingly,
the monk seal. In Catalonia, the law n° 3/1988 of 4 March 1988 on animal protection protects
the monk seal.
Status of the species
Today, the monk seal has completely disappeared from the coasts of the Spanish mainland and
from the Balearic islands (Fig. 1).
On the mainland coasts of Spain, the last known sites settled by seals were on the coasts of the
provinces of Alicante and Murcia, where the species became extinct in the early 1950s
LOZANO-CABO, 1953; LOPEZ-JURADO, 1980). In the Cap Gata area, a small group
appears to have survived until 1960-65, as evidenced by sightings reported in the area during this
period (FUNDACION JOSE MARIA BLANC, 1986).
The last evidence of reproduction by monk seals on these coasts dates back to 1951, when a
female and its pup were captured on a beach at Alicante (AVELLA, 1979).
Sightings of isolated specimens were reported during the 1970s (FUNDACION JOSE MARIA
BLANC, 1986) and a young female was even killed in 1984 in the province of Almeria
(AVELLA, 1986). It is likely that these more recent sightings concern errant seals that no doubt
belonged to groups that had settled on the nearby coasts of North Africa. However, one cannot
altogether exclude the hypothesis that a few indigenous specimens might have survived in the area
as late the early 1960s.
In the Balearic islands, the monk seal survived somewhat later. The results of an investigation
carried out by AVELLA (1979) show that during the first half of the 20th century, the monk seal
survived somewhat later. The results of an investigation carried out by AVELLA (1979) show
that during the first half of the 20th century, the monk seal frequented the coast of the northern
islands of the archipelago (Minorca, Majorca and Cabrera) rather than the southern islands
(Ibiza and Formentera). The species seems to have disappeared from the islands at the beginning
of the 1960s. The last evidence of reproduction in the Balearics dates back to 1957-1958. Since
1965, there have been a few isolated sightings (AVELLA, 1986): one in Minorca in 1973, 6 in
Majorca, the two most recent being in 1971 and 1975, and finally one last sighting at Cabrera in

1977. The possibility of setting up a national park at Cabrera has been discussed, since the
coastal biotope of the island corresponds perfectly to the monk seal's traditional habitat
(AVELLA, 1984).
A specimen is thought to still frequent the Chafarinas islands, off the coast of Morocco, which is
a military zone where all hunting is forbidden (JUANA et al., 1981).
Causes of extinction
Killing by fishermen and mortality resulting from accidental capture by fishing equipment are the
causes of the extinction of the species in Spain. In addition, tourism and industrial development
have irreversibly altered the seal's potential habitat along virtually the whole of the continental
coast of Spain (MARCHESSAUX, 1988a).

FRANCE
Legal protection
The species is covered by the decree of February 28, 1991, which established the list of
protected seal species. This decree forbids the killing, mutilation, capture, removal, stuffing,
transportation, utilisation, offer for sale, sale or purchase of listed animals, whether alive or dead.
Status of the species
Today, the monk seal has disappeared from the continental coasts of France and Corsica (cf:
Fig. 1). The little historical data that are available (DUGUY et CHEYLAN, 1980) shows that
the species frequented the whole of the continental coast of France until at least the 1850s. The
first reference to the monk seal is to a specimen captured on a beach at Sete in May 1383
(BEC, 1977). The extinction of the species on the French coasts has been gradual: it had
disappeared from the sandy coasts (especially those of Languedoc Roussillon) by about 1850
and from then on was only found on rocky coasts. As early as the first half of the 19th century,
Monachus monachus was already considered as a rare species in the Nice region (VERNY,
1862), in Languedoc (CRESPON, 1844) and on the coast of the Pyrenees Orientales
(COMPANYO, 1841). By the Second World War, the species had only survived in two areas:
the islands of Hyeres (Var) and the calanques of Cassis (Bouches du Rhone). The last surviving
specimens were sighted there at the very beginning of the 1950s.
In Corsica, the disappearance of the monk seal has been more recent, and the last indigenous
specimens were killed in 1976. The last groups had settled on the west coast in the regions of Ile
Rousse, Calvi, Scandola and Propriano. Subsequently, three reliable sightings have been
reported, in 1979, 1980 and 1982 on the west coast of Cap Corse and the north of Cargese
(CHEYLAN, 1987). These sightings were of errant seals of indeterminate origin.
Causes of extinction
Killing by fishermen and mortality resulting from accidental capture by fishing equipment are the
causes of the extinction of the species in France. In addition, as in Spain, tourism and industrial
development has irreversibly altered the seal's potential habitat along the whole of the continental
coastline (MARCHESSAUX, 1988a).

ITALY
Legal protection
The species is protected since 1939 (article 38 of the hunting code). In addition, since August
1987, a decree from the Ministry of the Environment has banned navigation and fishing in most of
the Gulf of Orosei where sightings of monk seals had been reported (NOTARBARTOLO DI
SCIARA, written communication, 1987). Finally, the monk seal is on the list of specially
protected species of 11 February 1992.
Status of the species
The species has become extinct on the continental coast of Italy, apparently since the Second
World War.
The monk seal used to be present in the Tuscan archipelago (Fig. 2). The islands of Montecristo
and Giglio are the only sites where sightings have been reported after 1980
(NOTARBARTOLO DI SCIARA, 1986).
In Sicily, Monachus monachus occurred until 1972 in the Mazzara region, in the south-west of
the island (MASSA, 1972). The monk seal also survived in the Egadi islands until 1975, when
the last two specimens were killed at Marettimo (BOITANI, 1979). One sighting was reported
at Lampedusa, in the autumn of 1980 (G. NICOLINI, Pers. Comm.). This probably involved
specimens in transit from neighbouring populations, as there have been no seal colonies on this
island since the end of the last century (MINA-PALUMBO, 1868).
The monk seal seems to have disappeared also in Sardinia (Ardizzone, et al., 1992). Actually,
the species had been considered as in the process of extinction on the Sardinian coast as early as
1935 (Del LUNGO, 1935). The Gulf of Orosei, where several caves have been used by monk
seals since 1960, has be considered as sheltering the last surviving nucleus of the Sardinian
population (TAGLIAFICO, 1966; REINHARDT and SCHENK, 1969; Anon., 1972173;
RONALD and HEALEY, 1974; BAREHAM and FURREDU, 1975; BOITANI, 1979). A
spectacular regression and the desertion of the main caves occurred between 1975 and 1980, to
the point where the extinction of the population was feared in the early 1980s (Anon., 1984).
Sightings of one pup and some adults over the last few years could induce to think that the
species is still surviving and reproducing on the north-western coast of the island (PANI, Pers.
Comm., 1994).
Causes of extinction
The major regression factors have been killing by fishermen and accidental capture in fishing
equipment. Three of the five specimens found dead in Sardinia between 1984 and 1987 were
killed by fishing equipment, the last two having probably been killed deliberately.

Tourism pressure, which has resulted in excessive seasonal frequentation of the caves habitually
used by monk seals, is and additional factor, since it has lead to their last caves being deserted
by the seals (Anon., 1984).

MALTA

Legal protection
The monk seal is included in the list of protected species under the regulation relating to the
protection of marine mammals of 1992, which prohibits their killing, capture, pursuit, holding,
selling, importation and exportation.
Status of the species
Occasional sightings of seals have been reported, the last dating form June 1974 (Anon., 1977).
This was no doubt an animal in transit in the vicinity of the island (cf: Fig. 2), since the species has
never been common in this area (IUCN, 1987).

TUNISIA
Legal protection
The monk seal is protected under the legislation on hunting by the annual decrees relevant to the
opening and the closure of the hunting season. Hunting, killing, capture, sale, purchase, holding
and exportation of seals are prohibited by these decrees.
Status of the species
In 1836, the monk seal was reported to be abundant on the Tunisian coast by De La
MARMORA, but since 1979, it has survived only in the archipelago of La Galite
(KTARICHAKROUN, 1979) (cf: Fig. 2). Studies carried out in this archipelago in the 1970s
showed that a small though relatively constant population of seals was living in fairly satisfactory
conditions on Galiton de l'Ouest, despite frequent disturbances during the summer season (M
ERULO, 1974; GAULTIER, 1978; ROSSER et al., 1978; MILES, 1979). This population has
declined over the past ten years: whereas 8 specimens were sighted in 1978, the numbers had
shrunk to 3 by 1986 (MARCHESSAUX, 1987b, 1988b).
The last reports of the species on the mainland coast of Tunisia (Cap Bon and Cap Blanc areas)
date from 1975 (BOULVA, 1975; FURREDDU, 1975).
In the Zembra archipelago (BOUDOURESQUE et al., 1986), on the other hand, the monk seal
survived up until 1977. The range of this population, based on Zembra, stretched as far south as
Sousse and as far north as Bizerta or beyond. Estimated in 1976 at 3 or 4 specimens
(KTARI-CHAKROU', 1979), this population subsequently disappeared. The isolated sighting
reported in June 1986 (AVELLA, Pers. Comm.) is the first mention of the species at this site for
almost 10 years. It is, besides, highly likely that this sighting was in fact of an errant specimen.
In 1986, a foetus 50 cm long was found near Hergla (BEN MAIZ, Pers. Comm.).
Causes of regression
Killing by fishermen and accidental capture are the causes of the extinction of the small
population at Zembra.
With regard to the La Galite archipelago population, the activities of underwater spear fishermen
and capture by foreigners are no doubt responsible for its decline. At least two adults were killed
in this way, in September 1983, in a cave on Galiton de l'Ouest, by Europeans in an attempt to
capture two pups, despite the fact that Galiton de l'Ouest had been declared a total Reserve
(ministerial edict of 4 July 1980). Similarly, the illegal placing of bottom lines and underwater
fishing by scuba divers have been reported in the waters of the Reserve (MARCHESSAUX,
1987b, 1988b).

Local fishermen who were questioned about the presence of monk seals showed no animosity
towards the animal. This is due to the fact that the fishermen from Bizerta and Tabarka who fish
in this area are almost exclusively involved in lobster fishing, and cases of monk seals “stealing”
from lobster pots are very rare. They are therefore not in competition with the seals.
In the absence of accurate information, it is difficult to assess the impact of the uncontrolled
frequentation of the islands by leisure craft during the summer season. It is certain that this has
resulted in serious disturbance in the seals' breeding and resting caves, and that this has
contributed to the decline of the local monk seal population.

ALGERIA
Legal protection
The monk seal is protected under the decree of 20 August 1983 relevant to protected
nondomestic animal species passed in pursuance of the law of 5 February 1983 on the
protection of the environment. Under this law the killing, mutilation, removal, transport, sale and
purchase of protected animals are prohibited.
Status of the species
In the 1960s, the monk seal was found along the whole of the Algerian coast (BOUGAZELLI,
1979). Today, it is mainly found on the west coast of Algeria between Mostaganem and Beni Saf
(Fig. 3). The species probably still survives on the east coast (in the Constantine region), but the
population is most likely very small (IUCN, 1987).
It is difficult to assess the current situation of the monk seal on the east coast of Algeria because
of the serious lack of data. The last sightings were in the region of El Kala en 1974
(MARCHESSAUX, 1987b). It is possible that a few specimens persist in this area near the
Tunisian border. Some reports suggest that there have been occasional sightings here (AVELLA,
Pers. Comm.). If the persistence of these seals is confirmed, it might be supposed that the
specimens sighted are those that frequent the La Galite archipelago in Tunisia, given the proximity
of these islands.
On the west coast (the Oran region), the monk seal population is split up into small groups or
solitary specimens (MARCHESSAUX, 1988b). The population has been estimated at twenty or
so specimens, scattered among a dozen different sites (BOUTIBA et al., 1987). The number of
seals in this population has already decreased significantly since 1960 (BOULVA, 1979), and
this decline is continuing.
The decrease in the number of specimens is on average 11 % per year, which is in agreement
with findings from studies carried out in Greece (MARCHESSAUX, 1983).
In addition, BOUDOURESQUE and LEFEVRE (1988) have reported that the dispersal of the
surviving seals is very marked in this area, and that in contrast to what was noted by
SOUABRIA (1987) and BOUTIBA et al. (1987), no seal pup has been sighted since 1988.
This latter author records today only eight specimens.
Causes of decline
The killing of seals in the past is probably responsible for the decline of the species (BAHRI,
1974; JAQUIN, 1974). It should be pointed out, however, that as in Tunisia, the local fishermen
show no hostility towards the seals. They rather appear to show respect for them, which is also
confirmed by the literature (CHEBAB and BOUABDELLI, 1987; AVELLA, 1987). It would
appear, then, that the major regression factor at present is the impoverishment of the marine

environment, to the point that the seals seem to experience real difficulty in feeding themselves
(BOUDOURESQUE et LEFEVRE, 1988). The shortage of food supplies results from
overfishing over the last decade. At the same time, tourism and industrial development projects,
such as the provision of accommodation for 3000 tourists in the El Kala National Park (IUCN,
1987), will have the effect of definitively reducing the potential habitat of the species in this
region.

MOROCCO
Legal protection
The monk seal is protected under the legislation on hunting, in particular by the annual decrees.
Recently a Decree of the Ministry of Maritime Fishing and Merchant Marine of 26 October
1993 prohibits the fishing of monk seals and other marine species within twelve miles off the
“Côte des Phoques”.
Status of the species
One population of monk seals survives on the Mediterranean coast of Morocco (cf: Fig. 3)
between Al Hoceima and the Cap des Trois Fourches (AVELLA et GONZALES, 1984a;
BAYED et BEAUBRUN, 1987). It is difficult to estimate the exact size of the population, but it
would appear from the available data that it probably does not exceed twenty or so specimens.
The occurrence of monk seals has been reported periodically over the past five years along the
coast between Torres de Alcala in the west and Al Hoceima in the east (BETURESETAME,
1985).
Causes of decline
Deliberate killing and accidental capture by fishing gears are the main causes of the decline of this
monk seal population. Since 1970, the bodies of 16 dead monk seals have been found, some of
them killed by explosives, some by spearfishermen and others as a result of drowning
accidentally in fishing nets or injuries from the propellers of boats (BAYED and BEAUBRUN,
1987).

THE COUNTRIES OF FORMER YUGOSLAVIA
Legal protection
The species is protected in Croatia by regulations imposed on the basis of the law of 1976
concerning the protection of the environment. The monk seal is on the list established by
regulations instituted in 1985, that provides for the payment of damages in the case of illegal
killing of a listed animal. The damages for the killing of a monk seal are particularly high.
Status of the species
The seal survives in the Dalmatian Archipelago (cf: Fig. 3), where it frequents the southernmost
islands such as Hvar, Korcula, Susac, Vis, Bisevo, Lastovo and Mljet. Sightings have
occasionally been reported along the coast of the Mljet National Park, but it is not known
whether the seal occurs there on a regular basis (IUCN, 1987). The population that frequents
these islands has been estimated at about twenty specimens (GAMULINBRIDA, 1979;
GOMERIC et al., 1984; IUCN, 1987; JARDAS et DRAGANOVIC, 1987).
Over the last years, increasingly frequent sightings have suggested that a small group of 5 or 6
specimens has survived further north, on the coast of the island of Pag (GOMERIC et al., 1984;
IUCN, 1987).
Causes of regression
The main regression factor is destruction caused by fishermen (fishing by dynamite and reduction
of fish stocks by overfishing), despite the decrees and other protection measures in force. The
development of tourism in the Dalmatian archipelago has considerably reduced the habitat
favourable for the species (IUCN, 1987).

ALBANIA
Legal protection
The species is protected under the legislation on hunting.
Status of the species
The Albanian coast (Fig. 4) does not appear to be frequented by Monachus monachus.
Nevertheless, there have been unconfirmed reports of the possible occurrence of seals in the
region of Sazan. This area, that is virtually undeveloped in terms of tourism, might serve as a kind
of bridge between the countries of the former Yugoslavia federation and the Ionian Sea (IUCN,
1987).

GREECE
Legal protection
The capture and killing of seals are forbidden under the Decree n° 67 of 29 November 1980.
Status of the species
Greece is, with Turkey, the country that at present shelters most of the monk seal populations in
the Mediterranean (MARCHESSAUX, 1977; SERGEANT et al., 1979; RONALD and
YEROULANOS, 1984). The range of distribution of the monk seal includes virtually the whole
of the Greek coast (Fig. 5); according to Prof. Scoullos seals can be found everywhere with the
exception of the Gulf of Corinth.
The species mainly frequents the archipelagos of the Dodecanese, the Cyclades, the Northern
Sporades and the Ionian islands. The populations are highly scattered along the coasts of these
archipelagos. The total seal population on the Greek coasts was estimated to 180 specimens in
April 1994, in the occasion of the P.H.V.A. meeting in Athens.
Most of the seals are to be found in the Aegean, but the most stable populations are located in
the Northern Sporades, the Ionian islands and around the island of Kastellorizon
(VERRIPOULOS and KIORTSIS, 1985).
In the Northern Sporades, there is a population of some forty monk seals (KUMERLOEVE,
1982), including about twenty in the National Park, which is a protected area that includes the
islands of Youra, Skantzoura, Psathoura, Kyra-Panaghia and Piperi (MATSAKIS et al., 1985;
PANOU and RIES, 1985; ECONOMOU, 1986).
HARWOOD (1987) reported a group of a dozen specimens that appeared to frequent several
caves on the north coast of Cephalonia, in the Straits of Ithaca.
Nonetheless, the general pattern of decline of populations of Monachus monachus that is
apparent in the Mediterranean as a whole has not spared the Greek populations
(MARCHESSAUX, 1983). The colony on the island of Kos, estimated at 20 specimens in
1971-72 (SERGEANT et al;, 1978) only numbered 3 seals in 1977 (BOULVA, 1979). A study
carried out in the Gulf of Corinth (MARCHESSAUX, 1979) showed a similar drop in numbers:
20 monk seals in 1975, and only 5 in 1978. In the Ionian islands, 30 to 40 seals were reported in
1977 (MARCHESSAUX and DUGUY, 1979) whereas in 1987, there were only 13 to 20
(PANOU, 1987).
Causes of regression
The major regression factor is killing by fishermen, since monk seals cause considerable damage
to fishermen' nets and bottom lines (PANOU, 1987).

Other factors, including tourism development (hotel construction project in the Straits of Ithaca in
immediate proximity to certain caves frequented by seals), overfishing in certain regions and
accidental capture of seals in fishing nets, are also responsible for the decline of the species.

TURKEY
Legal protection
The monk seal is protected since 1977. It is included in the list of species fully protected under
the annual decrees on hunting. Hunting, trading and exportation of the species are forbidden. The
monk seal is also included as protected species in the annual decrees on fishing.
Status of the species
The range of the monk seal, that used to include the whole of the Turkish coastline (Fig. 6), is
now limited to the Aegean coast, in the West, and the Mediterranean coast in the South. The
species is on the verge of extinction in the Black Sea and the Sea of Marmara.
(MURSALOGLU, 1986; MARCHESSAUX, 1987a).
The Aegean coast population is split up into small groups that frequent different stretches of
coast. According to MURSALOGLU (1986), the most stable group of seals is the one that has
settled on the stretch of coast between Alacati et Seferihisar. The shoreline of the Dilek Peninsula
National Park is said by the Park wardens to be still frequented by two seals
(MARCHESSAUX, 1987a).
On the southern Mediterranean coast, the only area that is frequented at present is Gazipasa. A
group of at the most ten specimens use three caves in the vicinity.
Monachus monachus appears to have disappeared altogether from the Sea of Marmara and its
survival in the Black Sea is far from certain. Nevertheless, sightings have been reported in the
Bosphorus (N.YAZGAN, Pers. Comm., 1987) and according to GURPINAR (Per. Comm.
1986), a small group persists on the stretch of coast between Zonguldak et Sinop.
In 1978, the Turkish seal population was estimated at 150 – 300 specimens (BERKES et al.
1979). In 1984, BERKES noted that this was certainly an overestimate (in RONALD and
DUGUY, 1984). Other studies have shown that the monk seal population around the Turkish
coast numbers between 50 and 100 specimens, the real figure being no doubt closer to 50 than
100 (MARCHESSAUX, 1987a). It should be pointed out that this population is at least in part
that same as that which frequents the neighboring Greek islands of the Dodecanese.
Causes of regression
The main regression factor is killing by fishermen, most of whom still consider the seal as a pest
that should be exterminated (MARCHESSAUX, 1987a).
The deterioration of the habitat resulting from industrial and tourism development has appreciably
reduced the biotope favourable to the species. Similarly, overfishing has resulted in a marked
decline in fish stocks.

CYPRUS
Legal protection
The monk seal is protected under the regulation of application of 1952 (amended to this aim in
1971) of the law on fishing, which prohibits the killing, capture, detention or sale of animals
belonging to this species.
Status of the species
The monk seal is considered as extinct (IUCN, 1987). A small group survived up until 1975 on
the coast of the Akamas peninsula (Fig. 7). In 1986, 2 seals were sighted on the north coast of
this peninsula, and 2 other sightings were reported near Paphos in 1987
(HADJICHRISTOPHOROU, in lit. 05/09/1988). Episodical sightings have been reported for
the last three years (Mr A. DEMETROPOULOS, personal communication).
It is thus possible that a small group of seals may still survive.
Causes of extinction
The killing of seals by fishermen is largely responsible for the disappearance of the species in
Cyprus.
Tourism development, that has resulted in the partial disappearance of the most favourable
biotopes, and overfishing are the causes of the deterioration of the monk seal's habitat along most
of the coastline of the island.

SYRIA
Legal protection
No information
Status of the species
The last monk seal captured on the Syrian coast was caught in fishing nets at Jebleh in 1973 (cf:
Fig. 7). The specimen was stuffed and is still visible in that locality (JEUDY DE GRISSAC, Pers.
Comm., 1988).

LEBANON
Legal Protection
No information
Status of the species
The species is considered as being probably extinct in the Lebanon.
The monk seal had survived at least until 1975 in the Beirut region (ICUMERLOEVE, 1976).
Up until 1970, monk seals were frequently sighted in an area known locally as Pigeon Cave.
Monk seals are still reported to the south of Beirut, but only from January to March (IUCN,
1987).
Sightings were also reported until 1970 in the Tripoli area in north Lebanon (Fig. 13). The monk
seal has in the past been known to frequent the Iles des Lapins Park, off Al Mina in the Tripoli
region, but today it is doubtful whether the seal still occurs there.
Causes of regression
Cases of accidental capture were reported during the 1960s (KUMERLOEVE, 1966).
Disturbance resulting from the presence of a major conurbation in the immediate vicinity of the
sites frequented by the seals, as well as the pollution of the sea near Beirut resulting from urban
and industrial wastes have no doubt contributed to the decline of the local population.

ISRAEL
Legal protection
The species is protected under the law on the protection of wild fauna of 1955. Hunting, trading,
importation, exportation and detention are forbidden without a permission from the Ministry of
Agriculture.
The monk seal is also protected since 1963 as “natural asset” by the law on national parks and
reserves. This law is now replaced by the law of 1992 on parks, reserves and sites which
provides for the same provisions of the- previous text concerning the “natural assets”. It is
forbidden to destroy, damage, collect, disturb, buy, sell, import and export any specimen of the
species so classified.
Status of the species
The species is today extinct on the Israeli coast (cf: Fig. 7).
The monk seal was regularly sighted on the north coast of Israel up until 1941 (BERTRAM,
1943). The last evidence of reproduction dates back to the late 1920s, to the south of Haifa.
One sighting of a monk seal was made in 1959 (IUCN, 1987). The last known sighting was in
1986 at Rosh Hanikra, a region of chalky hills and caves near the Lebanese border
(ROTENBERG, in litt. to JEUDY DE GRISSAC).
Causes of decline
Deliberate killing of seals is probably the main cause of their disappearance. It is worth noting
that the coastline consists mainly of beaches, except for a short stretch near the Lebanese
border, where there are some caves. The absence of refuges might be an additional explanation
for the species' early disappearance.

EGYPT
Legal protection
No information
Status of the species
The monk seal seems to be extinct on the Egyptian coast (Fig. 8). The species was already rare
in the 1920s (FLOWER, 1932).
In 1941, a single specimen was sighted at El Arish, to the east of the Suez Canal. In 1981, a
reliable sighting of a seal was reported at El Dabaa, to the west of Alexandria
(BOUDOURESQUE, Pers.Comm.).

LIBYA
Legal protection
No information
Status of the species
The monk seal is reported to frequent the Cyrenaican coast in the region of Tulmaythah and the
coast between Bunbah and Marsa Sahel (NORRIS, 1972), but the size of the local seal
population is unknown. Between 1971 and 1976, it was estimated at 20 specimens
(SERGEANT et al., 1979). It is probable that this population still persists, since the Cyrenaican
coast is relatively undeveloped and sparsely populated (Fig. 8). The local human population is
more involved in farming than fishing.
Finally, seals have been reported on the shores of the Kouf National Park, situated 35 kilometres
to the west of Tulmaythah.
Causes of decline
Cases of accidental killing of seals have been reported over the past twenty years as the result of
the massive use of dynamite for fishing. On the other hand, no persecution of the species by man
has been reported in Libya; the local fishermen have a superstitious respect for the seal. In
addition, most of the local population is not involved in fishing, and is not therefore in competition
with the monk seal (IUCN, 1987).

ATLANTIC
The range of the species in the Atlantic in recent times corresponds to the north-west coast of
Africa between the Straits of Gibraltar and the Cap Blanc peninsula on the 20th parallel, and the
archipelagos situated off this coast – the Canaries and Madeira.
There is no formal proof of the occurrence of the species in the Azores in the past, although there
has been speculation as to the possibility of these islands having been settled by Monachus
monachus (RONALD and HEALEY, 1974). The range of the species in the Atlantic
corresponds to the region that is subject to certain specific hydrological conditions (Moroccan
and Mauritanian upwelling).
The data available today shows that the species did not settle on the Atlantic coasts of Europe
(Portugal, Spain, France). There have, however, been three reports of isolated specimens along
the French coast: 1 specimen captured in the Gironde estuary in March 1817 (BURGUET,
1843), 1 specimen captured at Cormier in the Loire Atlantique in August 1927
(BAUDOUIN-BODIN, 1964) and 1 specimen captured in a trawl net off La Rochelle in June
1950 (POSTEL, 1950).

SPAIN – CANARY ISLANDS
Historical records attest to the abundance of the monk seal in these islands in the 14th, 15th and
16th centuries (MONOD, 1932, 1948; HERNANDEZ, 1986). This abundance was apparently
short-lived, because of the slaughter inflicted by Europeans following their arrival on the islands
(Fig. 9). The monk seal has probably disappeared from the Canary Islands at the beginning of
the 20th century (GARCIA, 1971). The species probably survived here until 1920. BOETTGER
(1951) reported a series of sightings of seals during his visit to the archipelago in 1913. This
author also reported that the species was already rare at that time. In 1973, DUGUY (1976)
recorder a sighting of a seal following a fishing boat. A few isolated specimens were sighted in
1975, 1978 and 1983 (HERNANDEZ, 1986; LOPEZ, 1991; Pers. Comm., 1992). It is
altogether likely that these errant specimens came from the Saharan coast population, that is
located not far away.

PORTUGAL
Legal protection
Protection for the monk seal has been in force since 1981 (decree of law n° 263/81 of
03/09181). This was reinforced on April 16, 1986 by further legislation (decree n° 6/86) to
protect all marine mammals within 200 nautical miles of the coast of Madeira and in the coastal
waters of the Portuguese mainland (BISCOITO, Pers. Comm., 1988).
Status of the species
The monk seal was abundant at Madeira and on the neighbouring islands of the Desertas (Fig. 9)
at the time of the European colonisation (REINER, 1985). There is a site on the south coast of
Madeira which was called “Camera de Lobos” by sailors in the 15th century because of the
abundance of monk seals that were found there (MONOD, 1948). The occurrence of the
species is referred to in a few documents published in the 19th century (GRAY, 1854) and the
first half of the 20th century (Anon., 1926; CADOGAN, 1945).As in the Canaries, the monk
seal population was drastically reduced over the space of a few decades by the wholesale
slaughter that was carried out.
The seal is still to be found in the Madeira archipelago on the Desertas islands (MELO
MACHADO, 1978; REINER, 1981; REINER and DOS SANTOS, 1984). A small group of
10 to 12 specimens has survived on the islands of Chao, Deserta Grande and Bugio, which are
uninhabited volcanic islands situated to the south-east of Madeira between 32 24' and 32 35'
north and 16 28' 16 33' west. The Desertas islands have thus become the last refuge of
Monachus monachus. Proposals were made for the setting up of a reserve (BISCOITO, 1984;
REINER et DOS SANTOS, 1984), and this reserve is in fact operational (COSTA NEVES,
Pers. Comm., 1994).
Some sightings of monk seals around the island of Madeira have been recorded, but it is difficult
to tell if these are the same seals as those sighted at the Desertas islands or different specimens.
Causes of decline
The monk seal has been widely hunted by fishermen over the past thirty or forty years.
Overfishing around the Desertas islands has also had an impact on the monk seal population.

MOROCCO
Status of the species
From Tangier to Cap Tarfaya
The monk seal has today disappeared from the Atlantic coast of Morocco between Tangier and
Cap Tarfaya (Fig. 10).
The data concerning the seal's range and abundance in the past is very fragmentary, and
insufficient to provide a clear picture of the decline of the species along this coast. DIEUZEIDE
(1927) reported that four seals had been killed on a beach near Agadir in about 1840- 1850.
The disappearance of the species along this coast can be attributed to the nature of the habitat,
80% of which consists of sandy beaches. The absence of refuges that are difficult of access for
man certainly contributed to the seals' early extermination in the region. It can be taken as certain
that the species had become extinct by the beginning of the 20th century at the latest.
A few sightings have been reported since then, but these probably concern errant specimens
from populations on the Western Saharan (in the case of those sighted in the south) or the
Mediterranean (for those sighted further north) coasts.
South of Cap Tarfaya
The 1000 Km of the Saharan coast between Cap Tarfaya (28 N) and the northern limit of the
cliffs of Guerguerat (21 15'N) – that is, the part of the Western Sahara known as Rio de Oro
(Fig. 10) – have always been a region of thinly populated desert, even at the time of the Spanish
colonisation. Thus, virtually nothing was known of the distribution and status of Monachus
monachus along this coastline until the withdrawal of the Spanish in December 1975. The
political conflict that ensued made any research or field surveys along this stretch of coast
impossible until December 1987. For reasons of safety, it is still difficult, despite the cessation of
hostilities, to carry out detailed surveys on land along the southern part of the coast of the former
Spanish Sahara, that is, between Cap Barbas and Guerguerat. Nevertheless, two recent studies
have provided data on the situation to the north of Dakhla (BIANCONI, 1988), and
subsequently to the south of Dakhla (MARCHESSAUX and AOUAB, 1988).
According to palaeoecological studies, the monk seal probably occurred in this region in the
Neolithic age (DELIBRIAS et al., 1976; ORTLIEB and PETIT-MAIRE, 1976;
PETIT-MAIRE, 1979a, 1979b; ROSSO AND PETIT-MAIRE. 1979; PETIT-MAIRE, 1980)
.
Some of the bones of Monachus monachus that have been found had been burnt at the time
(PETIT-MAIRE, 1979b), which provides clear evidence that the species was consumed by
Neolithic coast-dwellers. Analysis of remains of the fauna associated with excavation sites has
shown in addition that the monk seal did not occur south of 21° N (ORTLIEB et

PETIT-MAIRE, 1979b), that is, south of Cap Blanc. This suggests that the range of the species
did not extend further south than Cap Blanc during the Holocene period.
The southern limit of the range of the monk seal on the north-west coast of Africa has thus
remained unchanged for the past 6 000 years.
In the 15th century, the largest concentration of monk seals ever known seems to have
frequented the Western Saharan coast. The species was certainly abundant along part of the
Saharan coast at least until the 15th century. Accounts left by the first Portuguese explorers to
arrive on these coasts attest that the seals were sufficiently abundant to justify organising hunting
expeditions in what is now known as the Bay of Dakhla, between 1436 and 1441 (MONOD, et
al., 1959). The size of the monk seal population along this coast at that time can be gauged by
the fact that the Portuguese ships returned loaded with seal skins and barrels of seal oil.
From the 16th century until the beginning of the 20th century, there is no further mention of the
species in the numerous accounts of voyages undertaken to the Saharan coast. The presence of
monk seals here was rediscovered by MONOD (1923) and GRUVEL (1924). Some additional
information was provided by MORALES-AGACINO (1945) and VALVERDE (1957). These
authors report that the monk seal was sighted in the 1940s and the early 1950s in the region of
Cap Bojador, near Dakhla Bay and along the coast between Cap Barbas and Puerto Nuevo.
These records, based on sporadic sightings by various seafarers, are insufficient to provide a
clear picture of the distribution and status of the seal population up to the late 1950s.
The monk seal survived on the stretches of coast where there are cliffs and caves, notably on the
Aguerguer coast. This habitat is virtually inaccessible to man, which explains why these
inhospitable coasts, which are particularly hazardous for navigation by sailing boats, and where
landing is impossible, have remained unexplored.
The rather meagre historical records suggest that the monk seal probably frequented most of the
Saharan coast until the 15th century. The monk seal population was considerable at the time, to
judge from the testimony of the earliest explorers. The massacre of seals perpetrated by the first
European visitors was to result in the extermination of species on the beaches, which we re the
open habitat it then occupied. The seal's disappearance from the beaches appears to have
occurred from the end of the 15th century on. The monk seal continued to survive in caves,
mainly on the Aguerguer coast. The inhospitality and difficulty of access of this coastline probably
explains why there is no mention of the seal in contemporary accounts.
The range of the monk seal on the Saharan coast has therefore shrunk since the Neolithic period.
The present distribution and status of the species along the 1 000 km of the Western Saharan
coast is still poorly known, and it has not been possible so far to carry out an overall survey. The
occasional observations carried out on the Saharan coast between Cape Tarfaya (28 N) and
Dakhla (24 N) over the past twenty years raise doubts about the persistence of the seal colonies
in this region.

A detailed survey along the coast between Cap Bojador and Dakhla (Fig. 11) has shown that
there are no permanent monk seal colonies along this stretch of coast. The absence of caves, and
thus of sheltered places of refuge, probably partly explains the disappearance of the species on
this part of the coast. The occasional sightings of isolated specimens that are reported from time
no doubt concern seals from the Aguerguer population.
A detailed survey of the coast between Dakhla the cliffs of Guerguerat (cf: Fig. 10), and data
collected from fishermen and military personnel, show that the species no longer settles on the
coast between the Dakhla peninsula and Cap Barbas. In addition, aerial reconnaissance has
shown that there are no caves along this stretch of coast. The area is much frequented by local
fishermen, who have established permanent camps at various sites here.
The Cap Blanc Peninsula: the Seal Coast
The main monk seal population on the Atlantic coast of the Sahara is to be found in the caves of
the Seal Coast (Cote des phoques), to the north of the place known as the “Sugar Boat”
sucre”) (Fig. 12). This colony has been frequently observed since 1922, especially
the famous Seal Cave (Grotte des phoques) which housed part of the colony.
The Seal Cave, also known as “Las Cuevecillas” (Fig. 13), was first mentioned by MONOD
(1923), who had the opportunity to visit it in July 1923 during his first stay at Nouadhibou (ex
Port-Etienne). But he did not see any seals inside the cave. The frequentation of the cave by
seals was known to the local population, who often served as guides to Monod. The first
naturalist to observe the seals, packed against each other on the beach at the end of the cave,
was MORALES-AGACINO (1950) in December 1945. Subsequently, the monk seal
population of the Cap Blanc peninsula was associated almost exclusively with the famous cave,
to which all the naturalists visiting or staying at Nouadhibou made the pilgrimage (BERGES,
1949; COUSTEAU and DUMAS, 1950; POSTEL, 1950; VALVERDE, 1957; Van
WIJNGAARDEN, 1969; BOULVA, 1975 ; DUGUY, 1976; MAIGRET et al., 1976;
TROTIGNON, 1979, 1982). We therefore possess a wealth of data on the frequentation of the
cave by monk seals. This frequentation came to an end in 1978 with the collapse of the roof of
the cave, which resulted in its being abandoned. In contrast, there is very little data on the
frequentation more closely at the data in the literature on the frequentation of other caves by
Monachus monachus.
The first surveys to identify other caves occupied by seals were carried out between 1946 and
1949 (BERGES, 1949; POSTEL, 1950; CAUSSE in TROTIGNON, 1979a). The results of
these surveys, as reported by their authors, are worth examining, since they contribute to a better
understanding of the distribution of the species. The article by BERGES (1949) has, besides,
apparently been ignored in the scientific literature on the subject.
The surveys undertaken in 1946 by CAUSSE led to the discovery of a second cave used by
seals, to the north of the Las Cuevecillas cave. The new cave has no entrance above the water
line, and has at the centre of the chamber a circular rock platform emerging from an inner basin.
The only dry opening to the cave is a small aperture situated about two metres from the top of

the cliff. This cave was used for breeding, as is evidenced by the sightings of very young pups
reported by CAUSSE.
The second author to locate a new cave occupied by monk seals was BERGES (1949), who
wrote: “There are seals along a stretch of coast of more than one kilometre. A hundred or so
seals are to be observed among the various creeks and inlets, although two caves are particularly
-favoured. We have seen the cave they use for resting (the Las Cuevecillas cave). One kilometre
further north, through a mysterious tunnel ..., there is the maternity cave. Here, the females give
birth to their pups on a protected rock, out of reach of the high tide, and we had the joyous
experience of seeing twenty or so seal pups lying in a heap there ...”. This cave, referred to as the
“Maternity cave”, was mentioned again by POSTEL (1950), who refers in his article to
BERGES, who served as his guide during his stay at Nouadhibou. POSTEL provides some
further information on this cave (page 341): “The second (the “maternity cave”), separated from
the sea by a threshold, possesses a large bowl-shaped basin into which a slightly inclined rock
ledge slopes down... It is on this ledge that the females generally rest, accompanied by their
pups”. He also points out, like BERGES, that “the two caves are a kilometre apart”.
The frequentation by the monk seal of several caves along this coast is therefore a reality, which
has sometimes been overlooked by naturalists because their attention was exclusively focused on
the Las Cuevecillas site. This cave had the further advantage that it was sufficiently open to afford
a good view of the seal colony that frequented it to observers at the top of the cliff.
The monk seal population of the whole Cap Blanc Peninsula has been estimated to 100150
specimens in 1985 (MARCHESSAUX, 1988a): a non-reproducing group of a dozen seals at
the edge of Cap Blanc and the reproducing population in the caves of the Seal Coast. The most
recent sightings (EL AMRANI, 1991; SAN MARTIN, unpubl. data, 1994) seem to indicate
that the population remained steady.
Causes of regression
This population is relatively stable. A potential regression factor is accidental capture in the trawl
nets of the fishing fleet. This is sometimes fatal for the seals, but it is difficult to assess the real
impact of this mortality on the local monk seal population. Since the end of the hostilities,
fishermen reaching the area on foot also represent an important threat to the survival of the
colony.
The major potential regression factor is overfishing in the waters of the Saharan coast over the
past twenty years, which is likely to affect the local monk seal population, as well as the sea bird
populations, in the very near future. Measures to restrict industrial fishing in the area would
appear to be required if the destruction of the coastal ecosystem is to be avoided.

MAURITANIA
Legal protection
Protective measures have been in force since April 2, 1986. The subsidiary reserve at Cap Blanc
(cf: Fig. 12) was specially set up for the conservation of the monk seal (MARCHESSAUX, l
986).
Status of the species
Cap Blanc marks the southern limit of the range of the species. The group of seals frequenting the
edge of Cap Blanc occupy a short stretch of coast 300 to 400 metres long, directly below the
cross that marks the cape. This stretch of coast consists of a cliff, with piles of boulders at its
base.
The coast is fringed by reefs. The cliffs slope down to the north-east to the beach of Cap Blanc.
To the north-west, they extend to the Pointe de ['Opera, with rocky cornices and sandy creeks
here and there. The perimeter within which seals are regularly sighted corresponds to the 5 metre
isobath.
Individual specimens are sporadically sighted in the Baie du Levrier, and sometimes further north
in the Baie de l'Etoile.
According to information provided by fishermen from Imragen, seals are occasionally found
further south on the Kiaones islands on the Arguin bank (Fig. 14).

SENEGAL

The occurrence of monk seals on the Senegalese coast (Fig. 21) has been reported on several
occasions, although apparently Senegal has never been within the known range of Monachus
monachus.
According to HOLT (1984), it is even possible that monk seals have been sighted in Gambia.

CONVENTIONS AND INTERNATIONAL TREATIES
RELEVANT TO THE PROTECTION
OF THE MEDITERRANEAN MONK SEAL
Several international conventions relevant to the protection of wild flora and fauna have been
ratified by Mediterranean countries. Hereafter are listed and annotated the international
conventions relevant to the protection of the Mediterranean monk seal.
1. African Convention for the conservation of nature and natural resources, signed in
Algiers on September 16th 1968.
This text includes an annex listing the species that the Parties have to protect. The species under
Class A must be fully protected by the Contracting States. Therefore, hunting, slaughtering,
capture and withdrawal have to be forbidden. Exceptions may be allowed only for reasons of
national interest or for scientific purposes. Hunting, killing, capture and collecting of the species
under Class B require a special permission.
The monk seal is listed under Class A and should be therefore fully protected.
The Mediterranean riparian countries which are parties to the convention are Algeria, Egypt,
Libya, Morocco and Tunisia.
2. Convention for the protection of the Mediterranean Sea against Pollution (Barcelona
Convention), 1976 – Protocol concerning Mediterranean Specially Protected Areas
(Geneva, 1982)
Within the framework of the Barcelona Convention, the Geneva Protocol is the main instrument
dealing with the conservation of wildness. The Contracting Parties to this Protocol engage
themselves to take all appropriate measures with a view to protecting the marine and coastal
areas which are important for the safeguard of the natural resources and natural sites of the
Mediterranean Sea Area. This by the establishment of protected areas aimed at safeguarding,
inter alia, “...the genetic diversity, as well as satisfactory population levels, of species, and their
breeding grounds and habitats;...” (Art. 3, 2a). The monk seal has been recognized as a species
whose safeguard is a priority within the framework of the Convention: in 1985, at their fourth
ordinary meeting, the Contracting Parties adopted a declaration on the targets to be achieved as
a matter of priority in the decade 1986-1995, referred to as the Genoa Declaration: among these
objectives, there is the “protection of the endangered marine species (e.g. monk seal and
Mediterranean sea turtles)”. Following the Genoa Declaration, an Action Plan on the
management of the Mediterranean monk seal was adopted within the framework of the
Convention; this Action Plan represent a global strategy for the conservation of the species,
providing for a series of monk seal protection and management measures.
20 Mediterranean countries are at present Parties to the Convention, namely Albania, Algeria,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Cyprus, Croatia, Egypt, France, Greece, Israel, Italy, Lebanon,

Libya, Malta, Monaco, Morocco, Slovenia, Spain, Syria, Tunisia, Turkey. The European
Community is also a party to the Convention as such.
3. Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals, signed in
Bonn, June 23rd 1979.
Annex I to this convention lists the migratory species threatened to extinction whose withdrawal,
in any form, must be forbidden. Moreover, the Parties shall endeavour to take measures for the
conservation of the habitat of these species. Annex II lists the
species for which the countries included in their area of distribution shall endeavour to enter into
agreements for their protection and management. One species may figure in the two annexes. It is
the case of the monk seal. The Parties to the Convention must on one side ensure a full
protection to this species, and on the other make efforts to conclude agreements for its
protection.
The Mediterranean riparian countries which are Parties to the Bonn Convention are Egypt,
France, Israel, Italy, Spain, Tunisia. The European Community is also a party to the
Convention as such.
4. Convention on the conservation of European wildlife and natural habitats, signed in
Bern on September 19th 1979.
The Parties have the obligation to protect the species listed in the annexes as well as their
habitats. Annex I is a list of protected plants not including sea species. Annex II lists the animal
species to which the Parties has to ensure protection, forbidding all forms of their capture,
detention, and intentional killing as well as the intentional deterioration or destruction of their
reproduction and rest areas. Annex III includes the animal species that the Parties have to
protected by the control of their exploitation. Monk seal is included in Annex II and must
therefore be fully protected by the Parties.
The Mediterranean riparian countries which are Parties to the Bern Convention are Cyprus,
France, Greece, Italy, Malta, Monaco, Spain, Turkey. The European Community is also a
party to the Convention as such.
5. Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of wild fauna and flora,
signed in Washington, March 3rd 1973 (CITES).
The monk seal is listed in Annex I to the Convention and its international trade is therefore
forbidden.
The Mediterranean riparian countries which are Parties to the CITES are Algeria, Cyprus,
France, Greece, Israel, Italy, Malta, Monaco, Morocco, Spain, Tunisia.

6. EEC Directive on the conservation of natural habitats and wild flora and fauna
(Directive 9243 of May 21st 1992).
The monk seal is listed in Annex IV as a species of community interest for which strict protection
is required, and in Annex II as a species whose protection requires to designate special
conservation areas. These areas have to be established within 12 years since the date of
notification of the Directive. The monk seal is also listed as a priority species.
The Mediterranean riparian countries which are members to the EEC are France, Greece, Italy
and Spain.

STATUS OF THE MAIN CONVENTIONS RELEVANT TO THE PROTECTION OF
THE MEDITERRANEAN MONK SEAL
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