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• Earless seals, also called “true seals" or "phocids", 
are the most diverse pinnipeds. They lack external 
ears, have more streamlined snouts, and are 
generally more aquatically adapted than otariids. 
Ringed seal – is one of Phocidae species.



• There are five different 
subspecies of Ringed 
Seals. The Ladoga seal 
population separated 
from the pre-Baltic 
ringed seals stock 
approx. 9000 years ago. 
The Ladoga ringed seal 
(Phoca hispida
ladogensis Nordquist
1899) is an endemic 
subspecies which only 
inhabits Lake Ladoga. 



• Now the Ladoga ringed seal is listed in the Red Data Books of 
the Russian Federation, the Baltic Region, East Fennoscandia
and the IUCN (The World Conservation Union).
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The population size of the Ladoga seal 

• During the 20th century the population size of the Ladoga seal has 
decreased sharply. The bounty statistic from the early 20th century 
suggests a population size of approx.20 000 seals. In the 1970´s,                   
its numbers were estimated as approximately 10 000 individuals. 
In 2001, the aerial survey of the basking population counted on ice   
yielded a size estimate of 2000 (±70) individuals, which suggests              
a total population size of 3000 to 5000 seals.



Before 1975, amateur and professional hunting of the seal
was allowed, and 500 - 1000 seals were killed annually. At 
present the main threat to Ladoga seals is by-catch in 
fishing tackle. Every year, fisheries by-catch resulted in the 
death of at least 500 seals, which corresponds, 
approximately, to 10-16% of the population size. It appears 
that by catch mortality very probably diminishes the present 
population size.



Ladoga ringed seal is one of the smallest of all the seals      
in the world. The adult Ladoga seal grows to about 120 cm           
in length and weighs approximately 50-60 kg. Females reach 
maturity at the age of 4–5 and males at the age of 6–7.



There is the great 
diversity of color of fur 
of Ladoga seal. The 
main tone of there coats 
may be grey with silver, 
black, brown 



Haul out 

Unlike other ringed seals sub-species the Ladoga seal 
forms large herds during the open water period. The 
group of seals on the land is haul-out or we can say “seals 
hauls out on shorelines or on stones”.
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• Females reach maturity at the age of 4–5. Ringed seals' gestation 
lasts 11 months. Pups are delivered in February through March. 
Females of Ladoga ringed seal born there pups in lairs, whiсh seals 
dig in snow. Ringed seals of other subspecies demonstrate the 
same behavior and the lairs of ringed seals of different subspecies 
have the common structure.



• The Ladoga seal has two different breeding habitats. 
The basic breeding habitat is snow piles across ice fields 
on the open shore which resembles the breeding habitat 
of the ringed seals in the Arctic Ocean and Baltic Sea. 
About 60 - 80% of seals use this habitat for lairing. The 
other breeding habitat is the snow piles on the shorelines 
of the islands in the northern archipelago of the Lake, 
which resembles the breeding habitat of the Saimaa 
ringed seal.



Pups of Ladoga seal are approximately 50 cm at birth 
and weigh approximately 3-4 kg. 

There is the great difference in a color of natal coat 
of pups of different subspecies.                                

The pups of Baltic ringed seal have white fur,                
Saimaa seal – grey, Ladoga seal – cream. 



Pups stay with mothers during 6-7 weeks. 
In the age 30 – 40 days they molt. 

During their first molt the pups replace natal fur with an adult coat 
better suited to life at water. Some days after finishing of molt 

young seals begin separate life.





• Molting is very important period in the life of adult 
Ladoga seals too. They typically moult by basking on the 
ice at the end of the lairing season in late April, when
high density haul-outs may be formed on drifting ice 
floes. During 2-3 weeks seals stay on the ice and come 
to water rarely.



In the late spring, summer and authem the Ladoga seal forms 
large herds. The tendency to haul out together can probably be 
explained by a higher probability of detecting danger. This unique 
behavior of mass haul-outs is concentrated in the territory of 
Valaam Nature Park. 



The seals are mostly attracted to the islands situated  
far from the main Valaam Island. The most important islands 
for seal herds are the Baionnye islands (Bajonnoin) 
(Bol’shoi Baionnyi, Maly Baionnyi), Lembos (Lempisaari) 
and Zapadnyi Sosnovyi (Valamon Honkasaari), the 
Krestovye islands (Ristisaaret) (Vostochnyi Sosnovyi
(Mantsin Honkasaari) Krestovyi (Ristisaari), Krainii and Lisii), 
and Golyi (Palinsaari) Island (next slide). Seals also use 
islets around those islands to haul-out. There is the great 
difference 
in the seals’ abundance on particular islands in different 
years, which is connected with different level of water 
in Ladoga and different level of anthropogenic load.
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The maximum numbers of hauling-out 
seals on the islands of the Valaam
Archipelago were registered at the end 
of May - June, reaching in some years 
600-750 individuals, corresponding to 
approx. 15-20% of the total population 
size. 



In still weather haul outs are first formed on ludas and 
underwater stones at some distance off the shore. 



Directly on the shoreline haul outs can be observed in still 
weather everywhere, where sloping stones are present.
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Of all meteorological factors, wind direction and speed and wave
height exhibit the greatest influence on the distribution of the haul 
outs and the numbers of seals on them. Wind strengthening and 
wave height increase result in gradual disformation of the haul outs, 
first of all on ludas and prominent capes. 



Fluctuation of number of seals 
on different haul outs (14 June 2009)
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Luda Cape

The number of seals at a haul-out is constantly changing, since from 
time to time the animals are flushed off the shoreline into the water. 
The causes of mass and partial flushes are different.
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The causes of partial and mass flushes 
Partial flushes Mass flushes 

Partial flushes are usually provoked by birds, alarm signals of other seals 
and by aggressive contacts between the seals. The most common causes 
of mass flushes are anthropogenic factors such as noise, when a ship or 
boat sail near the haul-out, smell of smoke from fires. 



After complete flushes caused by disturbance factors, the haul-out 
reforms much more slowly than in situations when the flush was 
caused by temporary intensification of waves or low flying of birds. 
Anxiety level also increases and aggressive conflicts become more 
common. Haul-out numbers at secondary haul-outs almost never 
reach the initial one. In some cases the seals abandon the island 
for several days. 
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Continual man made disturbance chases away seals from haul-out 
shorelines as has happened on Lempos and Bajonnoi since 2002, 

when local people started using these islands 



Behavior of Ladoga seals



Since the seals haul out mostly for rest, the greatest part of their 
time budget is constituted of sleep and lying without moving (60-
90.3% in different individuals). A change of position and moving

across the haul-out site are observed rather infrequently.



Alerting  (looking around)

Alerting  (looking around) plays main role in herding behavior of  
Ladoga seals. Seals are very careful, when they are landing: these 
animals move very slowly on the land and try to go to water, when 
they feel danger.
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Alerting patterns were generally short in duration (1 - 2 seconds), but 
alertings lasting  longer than 10 seconds were observed generally after 
seal s coming out  on the land  and in seals staying on land after the 
coming down of most part of haul out. 

Duration of alerting patterns



Average duration of alerting behavior patterns
in first two minutes after seal s coming out  on the land 

and next two minutes periods 
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Statistically significant differences were found out in the duration of 
alerting behavior patterns in first ten minutes after seal s coming out  
on the land and next ten minutes periods (Wilcoxon Test, p < 0,01). 



In the absence of wind, especially in hot weather, periods 
of immobile lying were followed by comfort behaviour. 

Frequency of occurence of comfort activities varies
from 5 to 115 per hour. 
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Repertoire of  comfort behavior of Ladoga ringed seal includes: 



Action 
of back flippers

Action 
of fore flipper



Scratching

Scratching



Conflict between the hauling-out neighbours

Almost a third of the conflicts (31%)
arises between the hauling-out neighbours. 



Conflict between the hauling-out neighbours
• In 58% of the cases, such conflicts are observed 

when one of the seals, while changing his position 
or performing comfort actions, touches the 
neighbour. 

• The distance between the opponents in the case  of 
the conflict between the neighbours does not exceed 
half of the seal body length (0,5 m).



Aggressive contacts between the seals hauling 
out on land (residents) and the intruders

1. Aggressive reaction towards the 
swimming-up seals

2. Aggressive reaction towards the 
landing or the attempted landing 
of other seals

1. Aggressive actions of the 
swimming-up seals towards the 
hauling-out seals

2. Aggressive actions of the 
landing seals or the seals 
attempting the landing towards 
the hauling-out seals

If the initiator is a resident: If the initiator is an intruder :



Occurrence of various types of resident – intruder contacts
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It is characteristic that the resident-intruder conflicts initiated by the hauling-
out seal, reacting negatively on the swimming-up or an attempted landing of 
the other seal, are much more common. They make up 72% of the resident 
– intruder conflicts. The intruders initiate only 28% of the total number of 
intruder-resident conflicts.



Share of resident – intruder conflicts at various distance
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Most of the resident-intruder conflicts occurred when the distance between 
the participants did not exceed the body length of an average seal (about 
1 m). The minimal distance between the conflicting parties was noted during 
aggressive swimming-ups and aggressive attempted landings of the 
intruders, that is, in the cases when the intruder attacked actively.



Fights in water 

15% of the aggressive contacts at the haul-outs occur 
between the seals swimming in the direct vicinity of the 
hauling-out seals.

Fights in water were noted in various situations:

• two seals attempt to land one and the same stone

• the haul-out is formed again after a mass flushing event

• the resident has been flushed off (the fight is a 
continuation of the intruder-resident conflict)



The repertoire of the agonistic behaviour 
of the Ladoga ringed seal at the summer haul-outs

• Vocal signals (11 kinds)
• Thrust with a closed mouth
• Thrust with an open mouth
• Thrust with a bite
• Wave by the front flipper
• Threat by the raised front 

flipper 
• Touching or pushes by the 

front flipper
• Scratching 
• Splashing

• Approaching
• Fixed gazing into the eyes   

of the opponent
• Chasing of the opponent in 

water
• Backward cast of the head
• Turning away of the muzzle
• Pulling back of the head 
• Flushing event

Ritualized aggression Direct (hard) aggression

Most of the agonistic behavior elements of the Ladoga ringed seal are 
similar to those of other seals and are represented by various movements 
of the muzzle (thrust with an open mouth, thrust with a closed mouth, 



thrust with an open mouth

Repertoire of  aggressive behavior 
of Ladoga ringed seal includes: 



backward cast of the head



flipper wave



Splashing 



Thank you          
for attention!



We gratefully acknowledge the invaluable help 
provided by M.A. Soldatenkov, S.A. Nedoshivin, 

A.D. Eidus, E.V. Mikhaleva, D.E. Himmelbrandt, A.V. 
Buralkin

and the numerous volunteers who assisted in 
observations during the fieldwork

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We gratefully acknowledge for support and help
The Raija and Ossi Tuuliainen Foundation

Metsahallitus, Natural Heritage Service, Savonlinna, Finland
M. Verevkin and T. Sipila


