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Pinnipeds occur only occasionally in Panamanian
Pacific waters, usually during extreme climatic
events such as the El Nifio phenomenon (Félix
et al., 2007; Autoridad de los Recursos Acuaticos
de Panamd [ARAP], 2014). In general, these spec-
imens are wandering animals recorded on beaches
where they came to rest probably exhausted after
a long journey. Although several specimens have
been recorded, the only confirmed species of pin-
niped in the Pacific Panamanian waters to date
is the Galapagos fur seal (Arctocephalus gala-
pagoensis) (ARAP, 2014). The period of highest
occurrence of this species coincides with sea-
sonal upwelling in the Gulf of Panama between
December and March when the sea surface tem-
perature can be as low as 17° C (D’Croz et al.,
1991), and with the lower primary productivity
season in the Galapagos Islands due to annual
weakening of the Humboldt Current (Wyrtki,
1966).

A large elephant seal was observed and photo-
graphed in the Pacific Ocean on the Island of Taboga
in the Gulf of Panama, Panama (08° 47' 40" N,
70° 33' 17" W), on 31 December 2016 (Figure 1).
Taboga is a small island close to Panama City with
a fishing village and tourist resort on beaches on
the northeast side, and high cliffs and rocky shores
on the rest of the island. The island is an important
breeding site for brown pelicans and other seabirds
such as cormorants, frigate birds, white egrets,
boobies, and ospreys (ARAP, 2011). The seal was
photographed hauled out in several different places
on the beaches at Taboga. Photographs were taken
on cell phones by islanders Mayra and Lorenzo
Lopez and others. A video with information about
the event was also reported on the local Telemetro
news channel (www.telemetro.com/nacionales/
Foca-aparece-Isla-Taboga_3_986931305 .html).

The elephant seal was sighted in the early morn-
ing when the tide was dropping (low tide was at
1117 h), and it attracted a small crowd of curious
islanders. The seal was reported to leave in the
afternoon going north in the direction of the Panama
Canal, and it was photographed by Lorenzo Lopez
swimming in the sea at a tanker jetty at nearby
Melones Island, a very small uninhabited island
~5 km west-northwest of Taboga where there is a
tank farm. The photos were passed on to the senior
author who sent them to several experts for identi-
fication. Enquiries made of locals show there were
no other recorded sightings of the seal either on
Taboga or the Pearl Islands in the Gulf of Panama.

Available photographs show a robust elephant
seal ~2.5 m long with light grey and brown fur
with dark spots as a result of an advanced stage of
molting, resting on its belly on the beach (Figures 2
& 3). The short flat fore flippers, rigid hind flip-
pers, and absence of auditory pavilion indicate
that it is a true seal (Phocidae). The sex and physi-
cal maturity of the animal are unknown. Because
of its size, external color, and shape of the snout,
the specimen is suggested to be either a female or
a subadult male elephant seal (Mirounga sp.). The
head of female and subadult male elephant seals
is similar, both having a proportionately large and
broad head with a broad, massive, and somewhat
blunt muzzle with more forward facing nostrils
(see Reeves et al., 1992; Jefferson et al., 2007).

The elephant seal is the largest species of pin-
niped. There are two recognized species: (1) the
northern Mirounga angustirostris and (2) the
southern M. leonina. Both species are physically
similar, although the southern species is larger
than the northern and has a less pronounced
proboscis in adult males (Reeves et al., 1992).
Females and young males are physically similar,
and differentiation occurs at puberty (3 to 6 y)
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Figure 1. Location map of the Islands of Taboga and Melones, Gulf of Panama, Panama

(Ling & Bryden, 1981; Reeves et al., 1992). The
population of M. angustirostris is estimated at
between 210,000 and 239,000 specimens, with a
distribution restricted to the northeastern Pacific
from Baja California in Mexico to San Francisco
in the United States, but may extend to Alaska
and the Aleutian Islands to the north, and west
to 180° W (McGinnins & Schusterman, 1981;
Reeves et al., 1992; Hiickstadt, 2015). Some wan-
dering animals have been registered as far west
as Japan (Hiickstddt, 2015) and as far south as
the Galapagos Islands where two young males
were recorded in May 2004 (Vargas et al., 2004),
although the latter also could be the southern spe-
cies (Lewis et al., 2006).

The southern elephant seal population was esti-
mated to be about 650,000 individuals in the 1990s,
with a circumpolar distribution and breeding sites
located in the Antarctic and sub-Antarctic islands,
although there is also an extensive breeding

colony in temperate waters in southern Argentina
(Reeves et al., 1992; Lewis et al., 2006; Hofmeyr,
2015). Wandering animals have been reported in
different continents, including a record above the
equator in the Oman Peninsula (Johnson, 1990).
The species has been reported along both sides of
South America with dozens of cases throughout
the year in Brazil up to 3° 51' N latitude (Lodi
& Siciliano, 1989; De Moura et al., 2010), and
on the western side of South America through-
out Chile (Torres, 1981; Pacheco et al., 2011;
Acevedo et al., 2016), southern Peru (Nowak,
1991), and as far north as the Gulf of Guayaquil,
Ecuador (Alava & Carvajal, 2005), although the
latter was not identified as either the northern
or southern species. Historical records indicate
that the southern elephant seal was common on
the Juan Fernandez Islands off the coast of Chile
and in southern Chile, but these colonies were
wiped out by hunting in the 19th century (Ling
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& Bryden, 1981; Sielfeld, 1983; Nowak, 1991;
Sépulveda et al., 2007; Acevedo et al., 2016).
Elephant seals have two short periods on land
each year—when molting and when breeding.
The rest of the time they remain at sea (Reeves
et al., 1992; Hofmeyr, 2015). In the northern
hemisphere, the molting period extends between
April and August (Hiickstddt, 2015), while in the
southern hemisphere it occurs during the aus-
tral summer (December to March) (Hofmeyr,
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2015). In immature males, molting occurs spe-
cifically between December and January (Ling &
Bryden, 1981). Photographs of the elephant seal
at Taboga show that the animal was evidently in
a molting period and that is probably the reason
it was sighted on land. Therefore, the Taboga
specimen most probably came from the southern
hemisphere. Most tagged elephant seals found in
South America originate in the Valdés Peninsula,
Argentina (Lewis et al., 2006), and the Falkland/

Figure 2. The specimen lying on the beach at Taboga (Courtesy of M. Lopez)

Figure 3. The specimen reacting to the approach of a person at Taboga (Courtesy of M. Lopez)
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Malvinas Islands (Acevedo et al., 2016). As a
result of an extensive tagging program, Lewis
et al. (2006) found that about 88% (n = 137) of the
animals recorded on both sides of South America
away from the reproductive colonies were males,
and 59% of them were categorized as immature.
Acevedo et al. (2016) also reported that 93% of
the animals recorded north of 51° S on the west
coast of South America were males, mostly
immatures. Additionally, on the coast of Brazil,
De Moura et al. (2010) reported that 81.2% of the
sexed animals were males. Thus, although repro-
ductive colonies of the northern elephant seal are
located closer to Panama than those of the south-
ern species (4,000 km vs 8,700 km), the molting
fur and the correlation between dispersion and sex
indicate that the Taboga specimen is most prob-
ably an immature male of M. leonina.

This is the northernmost record of the species
in the Pacific Ocean, some 1,300 km north of the
nearest sighting in the Gulf of Guayaquil (Alava
& Carvajal, 2005), and the second in the northern
hemisphere in the world after Johnson (1990) in
Oman (18°07' N). A sport fisherman from Taboga
reported seeing a similar animal, which was
not molting, in ~2001 near the Island of Coiba
in western Panama (L. R. Lépez Alfaro, pers.
comm., 7 January 2017), while another islander
reported seeing two seals on the beach at Taboga
in late December 2015 (M. Lopez, pers. comm.,
4 January 2017); thus, there is a chance that other
elephant seals occurred before in the area.

Although the geographic dispersion of the
species by thousands of kilometers around the
Antarctic and sub-Antarctic zones (Hindell &
McMahon, 2000; Hindell et al., 2016) and south-
ern South America is relatively well known
(Lewis et al., 2006), extreme cases at low latitudes
as reported herein are scarce. Large-scale marine
currents can promote dispersal of the species as
occurs with the Malvinas/Falklands Current on
the eastern coast of South America (De Moura
et al., 2010). In the case of the Panamanian speci-
men, the Humboldt Current, running north along
the western side of South America, could influ-
ence the distancing of the specimen from its
normal distribution area in the south. This could
also occur with the two animals reported in con-
tinental Ecuador at the same time of the year
(December 1998 and February 2002; Alava &
Carvajal, 2005) as the Panamanian specimen (end
of December 2016).

The presence of the specimen in Panama also
coincides with the cold phase of the El Niflo-
Southern Oscillation (ENSO) cycle referred as to
“La Nifia” (following the El Nifio of 2015-2016).
The effect of the ENSO cycle on the breeding and
feeding ecology of both northern and southern

elephant seals is well known (Crocker et al., 2006;
Vergani et al., 2008). La Nifia was present since
the second half of 2016 with a negative sea surface
temperature anomaly of -0.5 to -1.0° C in the cen-
tral Pacific between June 2016 and January 2017,
although in the south Pacific (Region Nifio 1 +
2), the sea surface temperature had neutral values
in the same period (Climatic Prediction Center,
2017a). It is possible that the strong environmental
signal of El Nifio—La Nifia, which would extend the
anomaly from the equatorial Pacific Ocean south
to Antarctica (Turner, 2004), caused the wander-
ing movement of the specimen in question. The
first specimen reported in continental Ecuador
also coincided with a La Nifia phase at the end of
1998 after the intense El Nifio of 1997-1998. The
second record in Ecuador occurred at the end of a
La Nifia event, which remained pulsating between
June 1998 and February 2002 (Climatic Prediction
Center, 2017b). It is possible that the changing
El Nifio—La Nifa conditions along the southeastern
Pacific, combined with the seasonal upwelling of
the Gulf of Panama, were in some way correlated.
The final destination of the specimen reported
herein is unknown.

Endnote

'While this paper was in press, the second author
(FF) observed a third specimen, a ~4-m-long adult
male, in a river within the Gulf of Guayaquil in
Ecuador on 23 October 2017.

Acknowledgments

Mayra Lopez of Taboga is thanked for permission
to publish the seal photos. Richard Cooke, Senior
Archaeologist, Smithsonian Tropical Research
Institute (STRI), Panama, helped with the initial
identification. The authors thank the favorable
response of several colleagues who confirmed
the species identification, including Thomas
Wake, Director, Zooarchaeology Laboratory, The
Cotsen Institute of Archaeology and Assistant
Adjunct Professor of Anthropology, University of
California, Los Angeles; Hector Guzman, Marine
Biologist, STRI, Panama; William J. Goodger,
School of Veterinary Medicine, University of
Wisconsin—Madison; Patrick Robinson, Director,
Afo Nuevo Natural Reserve and University of
California, Santa Cruz; and Dr. David Aurioles
Gamboa, Laboratorio de Ecologia de Pinnipedos,
CICIMAR-INP, La Paz, Baja BCS, México. The
comments of an anonymous reviewer improved the
manuscript.



Elephant Seal on Taboga, Panama 17

Literature Cited

Acevedo, J., Aguayo-Lobo, A., Brito, J. L., Torres, D.,
Caceres, B., Vila, A., . . . Acufa, P. (2016). Review of
the current distribution of southern elephant seals in the
eastern South Pacific. New Zealand Journal of Marine
and Freshwater Research, 50(2), 240-258. https://doi.
org/10.1080/00288330.2015.1132746

Alava,J.].. & Carvajal, R. (2005). First records of elephant
seals on the Guayaquil Gulf, Ecuador: On the occur-
rence of either a Mirounga leonina or M. angustirostris.
Latin American Journal of Aquatic Mammals,4(2), 195-
198. https://doi.org/10.5597/1ajam00086

Autoridad de los Recursos Acudticos de Panama (ARAP).
(2011). Informe final del Plan de Manejo Marino
Costero Integrado del Archipiélago de Las Perlas,
Panamd [Final report of the Integrated Coastal Marine
Management Plan for the Pearl Islands Archipelago,
Panama]. Panamd: Direccion General de Investigacion
y Desarrollo.

ARAP. (2014). Guia para la identificacion de mamife-
ros 'y reptiles marinos de Panamd [Guide to the iden-
tification of marine mammals and reptiles of Panama]
(Documento técnico). Panama: Direccién General de
Investigacion y Desarrollo.

Climate Prediction Center. (2017a). ENSO: Recent evolu-
tion: Current status and prediction (PowerPoint pre-
sentation). Retrieved from www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/
products/analysis_monitoring/lanina/enso_evolution-
status-fests-web .pdf

Climate Prediction Center. (2017b). Cold and warm epi-
sodes by season. Retrieved from www.cpc.ncep.noaa.
gov/products/analysis_monitoring/ensostuff/ensoyears.
shtml

Crocker, D. E., Costa, D. P., Le Boeuf, B. J., Webb, P. M.,
& Houser, D. S. (2006). Impact of El Nifio on the for-
aging behavior of female northern elephant seals.
Marine Ecology Progress Series, 309, 1-10. https://doi.
org/10.3354/meps309001

D’Croz, L., del Rosario, J. B., & Goémez, J. A. (1991).
Upwelling and phytoplankton in the Bay of Panama.
Revista de Biologia Tropical, 39(2),233-241.

De Moura, J. F., Pagliani, B., Moreira, L., & Siciliano,
S. (2010). Southern elephant seals (Mirounga leo-
nina) along the Brazilian coast: Review and additional
records. Marine Biodiversity Records, 3, el8. https://
doi.org/10.1017/S1755267209991138

Félix, F., Jiménez, P., Falconti, J., & Echeverry, O. (2007).
New records and first births of the Galapagos fur seal,
Arctocephalus galapagoensis (Heller, 1904), from the
mainland coast of Ecuador. Revista de Biologia Marina
y Oceanografia, 42(1), 77-82. https://doi.org/10.4067/
S0718-19572007000100009

Hindell, M. A., & McMahon, C. R. (2000). Long dis-
tance movement of a southern elephant seal (Mirounga
leonina) from Macquarie Island to Peter I Qy.
Marine Mammal Science, 16, 504-507. https://doi.
org/10.1111/§.1748-7692.2000.tb00944 x

Hindell, M. A., McMahon, C. R., Bester, M. N., Boehme,
L., Costa, D., Fedak, M. A., & Charrassin, J. B. (2016).
Circumpolar habitat use in the southern elephant seal:
Implications for foraging success and population trajec-
tories. Ecosphere, 7(5), 1-27. https://doi.org/10.1002/
ecs2.1213

Hofmeyr, G. J. G. (2015). Mirounga leonina. In
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)
(Ed.), The IUCN red list of threatened species 2015
(e.T13583A45227247). https://doi.org/10.2305/TUCN.
UK.2015-4 RLTS.T13583A45227247 en

Hiickstadt, L. (2015). Mirounga angustirostris. In
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)
(Ed.), The IUCN red list of threatened species 2015
(e.T13581A45227116). https://doi.org/10.2305/TUCN.
UK.2015-2.RLTS.T13581A45227116.en

Jefferson, T. A., Webber, M. A., & Pitman, R. L. (2007).
Marine mammals of the world: A comprehensive guide
to their identification. San Diego: Academic Press. 592
pp-

Johnson, D. W. (1990). A southern elephant seal (Mirounga
leonina Linn.) in the Northern Hemisphere (Sultanate of
Oman). Marine Mammal Science, 6(3),242-243 https://
doi.org/10.1111/§.1748-7692.1990.tb00248 .x

Lewis, M., Campagna, C., Marin, M. R., & Ferndndez, T.
(2006). Southern elephant seals north of the Antarctic
Polar Front. Antarctic Science, 18(2), 213-221. https://
doi.org/10.1017/S0954102006000253

Ling, J. K., & Bryden, M. M. (1981). Southern elephant
seal — Mirounga leonina. In S. H. Ridgway & R. J.
Harrison (Eds.), Handbook of marine mammals: Vol. 2.
Seals (pp. 297-327). New York: Academic Press.

Lodi, L., & Siciliano, S. (1989). A southern elephant seal in
Brazil. Marine Mammal Science, 5,313.

McGinnins, S. M., & Schusterman, R. J. (1981). Northern
elephant seal — Mirounga angustirostris. In S. H.
Ridgway & R.J. Harrison (Eds.), Handbook of marine
mammals: Vol. 2. Seals (pp. 329-349). New York:
Academic Press.

Nowak, R. M. (1991). Walker’s mammals of the world (5th
ed., Vols. 1-2). Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University
Press.

Pacheco, A. S., Silva, A., & Riascos, J. M. (2011). The
recurring visit of a southern elephant seal (Mirounga
leonina L. 1758) to the coast of Antofagasta, northern
Chile. Latin American Journal of Aquatic Mammals,
9(2), 168-170. https://doi.org/10.5597/1ajam00184

Reeves, R. R., Steward, B. S., & Leatherwood, S. (1992).
The Sierra Club handbook of seals and sirenians.
San Francisco: Sierra Club Books.

Sépulveda, M., Pérez-Alvarez,M.J., Lopez, P., & Moraga,R.
(2007). Presence and sighting of southern elephant seal,
Mirounga leonina (L. 1758), on the north-central coast of
Chile. Latin American Journal of Aquatic Mammals, 6(2),
199-202. https://doi.org/10.5597/1ajam00126

Sielfeld, W. (1983). Mamiferos marinos de Chile [Marine
mammals of Chile]. Santiago, Chile: Ediciones de la
Universidad de Chile.



18 Redwood and Félix

Torres, D. (1981). Notas sobre el elefante marino del
sur, Mirounga leonina (Linn., 1758) y hallazgo de un
ejemplar en Chanaral, III Region, Chile (Pinnipedia:
Phocidae) [Notes on the southern elephant seal,
Mirounga leonina (Linn., 1758) and the discovery of a
specimen in Chafiaral, 3rd Region, Chile (Pinnipedia:
Phocidae)]. Boletin Antdrtico Chileno, 1,10-14.

Turner, J. (2004). The El Nifio-Southern Oscillation and
Antarctica. International Journal of Climatology, 24,
1-31. https://doi.org/10.1002/joc.965

Vargas, H., Steinfurth, A., & Valarezo, J. C. (2004). Primer
registro de elefantes marinos en Galdpagos [First record
of elephant seals in the Galapagos] (Unpublished report,
Galapagos National Park, Ecuador).

Vergani, D. F., Labraga, J. C., Stanganelli, Z. B., & Dunn,
M. (2008). The effects of El Nifio—La Nifia on repro-
ductive parameters of elephant seals feeding in the
Bellingshausen Sea. Journal of Biogeography, 35, 248-
256. https://doi.org/10.1111/§.1365-2699.2007.01780.x

Wyrtki, K. (1966). Oceanography of the eastern equatorial
Pacific Ocean. Oceanography and Marine Biology: An
Annual Review, 4,33-68.





