THE CARE AND HANDLING OF LEOPARD SEALS (HYDRURGA LEPTONYX)
IN CAPTIVITY
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Figure 1. The leopard seal.

Summary

As the leopard seal is a fairly uncommon display animal, experiences with this species
in captivity are very limited. Indications for a proper care and handling of these ani
mals could possibly be found in wild life observations. Unfortunately, reports on the
subject are also rather scare. The relevant information, summarized below, is extracted
from the sources as listed at the end of this paper. In addition personal experiences
are presented.
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I. The leopard seal in nature.

Description
Leopard seals are grey along the backs, merging to a lighter grey along the flanks and
finally to a yellowish or white colouring along the undersides. The pelage measures
only about 0.5 to 0.8 mm. (In captivity the fur on their stomach is often rubbed off,
possibly due to the alien surfaces they are kept. on.) They are liberally covered with
dark spots, thus giving the "leopard" apperance. The number and distribution of
these spots varies a great deal from one animal to another.
The front flippers are approximately one quarter of the body length and seem rather
to be used as a rudder or for attaining a rapid spe~d -abo:.!t 12 kmlhr- than the main
propulsive force, which is obtained by a powerful sideways movement of the tail sec
tion. Thus the animals are capable of planing over the surface of the water. The leading
edge of the front flippers measures about 2 to 3 em in width while the trailing edge is
quite thin. There are five digits with the largest being on the leading edge, reducing
in size to the fifth. The hind flippers are irregularly shaped and again possess five toes,
the two outer being the largest.

Figure 2. Skeleton of lower jaw. Canines are 25 mm, other teeth 12 mm above gum

The incisors and canines are conical and curve backwards. The lower incisors fit into
a gap between the upper incisors and the canines when the mouth is closed. The cheek
teeth have three distinct cusps and the whole arrangement is adapted for grasping
large prey.
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The eyes are large and adapted for use at night in deep, murky water. They are ca
pable of directly looking upward - the animals usually take their prey from below.
The pad of the nose is elastic the nostrils are slit-like and normally closed.
At any age, females are bigger and heavier than males. Growing to a maximum length
of 3.6 m and a maximum weight of 450 kg they are approximately 0.6 m longer and
180 kg heavier than the average male (GASKIN, 1972).

Figure 3. Inflated throat during vocalisation.

Behaviour

No Pinniped lives as solitarily as the leopard seal. Only during the breeding season,
which lasts very short, are animals found in groups. Their solitary attitude may well
explain their agressiveness, which will b~ dealt with later.
Leopard seals are able to emit a wide range of vocal sounds. This can best be des
cribed as "canary-like" and consists of long musical warblings interspersed with grunts,
clicks and whistles. In sound production the throat regions are inflated.

Distribution

Leopard seals range widely from the edge of the Antarctic Pack Ice to the shores of
South Africa, South America and Australasia. It has been estimatetd that the total
population is in the region of 250,000 animals (SCHEFFER, 1958, repro 1969).
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Breeding
Females reach sexual maturity at about two and a half years of age whilst the males
do not reach sexual maturity until their fourth year. The pups are born between No
vember and January, their eyes are open and the tips of the canines are ~isible through
the gums. They weigh approximately 27 kg and measure about 1.5 m. Lactation lasts
two months, after which mating occurs between the adults. They separate until the
following year. (BROWN, 1952).

Food.
In the wild these animals feed on a diet of fish, squid, krill and penguins. The latter
are taken from beneath, literally shaken out of their skins and swallowed. (GASKIN,
1972). In addition it is reported that they can eat appreciable quantities of broad
leaved Fucus (MAXWELL, 1967).

II. The leopard seal in captivity

General health
The pool size has been found to be quite important. One of our leopard seals was
kept in a fairly small pool for a prolonged period. This pool left the animal restricted
movement possibilities and it was found that a growth of algae developed over his back,
head and flanks, which proved hard to remove. After the seal's transfer to a larger
pool, which offered him a chance to become more active, the growth of algae dis
appeared. They are individualistic animals but can be kept together if the pool area
is big enough. This will invariably include many threatening displays but no real in
juries.
Like any animal in captivity, leopard seals need a balanced diet. For practical reasons
the main food will be dead fish. The considerations of VAN DE HURK (1972) are
also valid in our case, so a mineral and vitamin supplement is necessary. After several
experiments it has been found that this should include around 600 mg of iron, 200 
400 mg vitamin B1 and about 400 mg vitamin A. In lack of better knowledge, some
type of multivitamin capsule might also be advisable.
It should be noted here that the animals' heat production is proportional to the food
intake. Thus the hotter the climate the lower his food intake should be. In hotter cli
mates they should be kept in air-conditioned pens and acclimatised gradually. We
have found at Napier that a daily intake of between ten to twenty kg is desirable.
According to reports, the animals moult once a year. From observations at Marineland
it is possible that a complete moult does not take place every year. It obviously causes
quite a bit of annoyance to the a'nimal and they can become lethargic and un-coopera
tive during the period. Once this is over they will quickly return to normal. During
the moulting many small blood spots appear. These are mainly confined to the underside
and around the head. Where the animal has been lying on the land for a while quite
a big stain will beleft.Although it might seem that the animal is "bleeding to death",
the amount of blood lost is minimal. The animals at Napier were observed to scratch
themselves a great deal during the moulting period which can last up to three or four
weeks for a complete moult.
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Figure 4. Moulting around the eyes and nose (left) and at the underside of neck and
upper chest. Each white mark is a blood spot.
Training

Naturally the animals are extremely nervous when captured but once they have accep
ted the new situation they will readily settle down. The obvious next step is to allow
the animal to accept you, the trainer. This is very important, ever more so than while
working with a Californian sea-lion.
When first appoaching a leopard seal in captivity one is shown quite an awesome pic
ture. Probably no other seal has obtained this reputation, but from the trainer's point
of view any fears must be overcome at the earliest possible opportunity. The animal's
distrust of man is something that will be overcome with time and patience; on the
other hand, they are curious animals and this can get the· better of them !
Leopards seals have very flexible necks and are able to telescope them forward quickly
and over a considerable distance. Any attempt at biting can be eliminated at an early
stage by a quick rap over the nose with the back of the hand; this seems to have the
effect of hurting their pride more than anything. They have very expressive eyes and
with some initial study a lot of the quicker movements of the animal can be antici
pated.
I have found that these animals have a sensitive skin and thus achieving something as
simple as stroking can take quite a while. Once used to this type of handling the animal
will respond to it to the same extent that most animals do. This act will achieve two pur
poses: it will give you confidence in the animal and -more importantly- it will give the
animal confidence in you. It is a good policy to introduce a stiff rubber ring at this
stage. By training the animal to bite onto this prior to being stroked partially eliminates
the danger of the animal biting when you first attempt this act. If he has accepted
your touch, the ring can be dispensed with.
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Figure 5. Threatening display, shown in any upsetting situation.

Once this all has been achieved then in all probability the animal will have accepted
you. This will be the time when the animal is ready for the start of a full training pro
gramme, which, however, can not be done as easily as with a sea-lion. Most of the
future trained actions will just be extensions of normal behaviour and it will be to
the handler's discretion as to what he capitalises on. All that is involved is getting the
animal to associate an act with a signal. Because they are quite awkward on land, a
water based act is probably preferred, although a land act will succede if the animal is
only required to stay in one place.
In training, the most important aspect is to accept them on their terms and above all
to have them accept you. Unless this "bargain" is completed little success will be had.
And even then, there remains a higher risk in working with them. They do not like
anything or anyone approaching them from behind and are also wary of anything
strange which might occur. Though not as savage as', is popularly believed, they should
still be treated with the respect that they deserve. It is not advisable to tum your back
to them, even momentarily.
I have found that leopard seals are quite intelligent and are capable of learning a wide
variety of acts. They are intelligent enough to make training exceedingly frustrating
at times, and if they become stubborn enough then even the denial of food has no real
effect. Ignoring the animals completely for a short time sometimes has the effect of
making them more cooperative. Often one must stop the training at a particular point
and begin that section all over again. Once they realise just what is expected, they are
quick to associate an act with a signal and can become, quite reliable.
Each of these animals will be different from the next so this paper can just give some
idea of the handling procedure. Any individual will require quite a bit extra of time
and patience but this will be amply rewarded in the final act.
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