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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 
Roe, W.D. (2009). Necropsy of marine mammals captured in New Zealand fisheries in the 2007–08 
fishing year. 
 
New Zealand Aquatic Environment and Biodiversity Report No.34. 35 p. 
 
Confirmation of species and sex, as well as description of morphometric characteristics, age class, 
stomach contents, reproductive status, and entrapment-related pathology are described for five New 
Zealand sea lions (Phocarctos hookeri) and one fur seal (Arctocephalus forsteri) returned from the SQU 
6T fishery in the 2007-08 fishing season. All were caught between 28 February and 26 April 2008. Two 
adult male New Zealand sea lions were also returned from the Southern blue whiting fishery, one caught 
in September 2007 (SB08-06Ph) and one in September 2008 (SB08-10Ph).  
 
Three of the SQU 6T sea lions were females and two were males. Of the females, one was approximately 
one year old, and two were sexually mature with corpora lutea in their ovaries (indicating an early stage 
pregnancy). Neither of the adult females was lactating. Both males and one female had Department of 
Conservation flipper tags and hence could be accurately aged: the female was born in 2004, the first male 
was born in 2007 and the second in 2006. Histology of the testes and the summed testicular masses of the 
two males were consistent with sexual immaturity.  
 
All animals were retrieved from trawl nets and had lesions consistent with drowning/asphyxia, including 
pulmonary congestion and oedema, and foam in the airways. In addition, all had evidence of various 
degrees of blunt trauma. For the five sea lions returned from the SQU 6T fishery, trauma was assessed as 
mild in three, moderate in one, and severe in one. Both of the sea lions from the southern blue whiting 
fishery were assessed as having severe trauma based on apparent bruises (contusions) in the brain. Sea 
lion exclusion devices (SLEDs) are used in the SQU 6T fishery, but not in the southern blue whiting 
fishery.  
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1.  INTRODUCTION  

This report details findings from the 2007-08 fishing season, during which seven New Zealand sea lions 
(Phocarctos hookeri) and one New Zealand fur seal (Arctocephalus forsteri) were returned for 
examination. The objectives of this study were as follows.  

Overall objective  
1. To examine marine mammals captured in New Zealand fishing operations during the 2007-08 

fishing year to determine species and life-history characteristics.  

Specific objectives  
1.  To determine, through examination of returned marine mammal carcasses, the species, sex, 

reproductive status, and age-class of marine mammals returned from New Zealand fisheries.  
2.  To detail any injuries, and, where possible, the cause of mortality of marine mammals returned 

from New Zealand fisheries, and examine relationships between injuries and body condition, 
breeding status, and other associated demographics.  

 
 

 
2.  METHODS  
 
2.1 General necropsy protocol  
 
Carcasses were delivered to Massey University, frozen and wrapped in clear plastic bags and woven nylon 
phages (sacks). Conservation of Services Programme (CSP) data sheets are completed by on-board 
observers in the SQU 6T fishery, and are usually returned with the bodies. On receipt, the carcasses were 
frozen in a –20 °C freezer until necropsy could be undertaken. For three animals (SB08-02Ph, SB08-05Ph, 
SB08-06Ph) the heads were removed with a hand saw while the bodies were still frozen, and the head then 
sectioned in half with a band saw, exposing the brain. The two halves were then placed into a large 
container of 10% buffered formalin so that the brain thawed out in fixative. This was undertaken to 
determine if thawing in fixative would improve the preservation of the brain tissue for microscopic 
analysis. Once adequate fixation had taken place, these heads were flensed and the brains removed as 
described for the other animals (see below). The rest of the body was placed in a –20 °C freezer pending 
necropsy. Bodies were removed from the freezer and thawed at room temperature for 3 -4 days before 
necropsy.  
 
The species and sex were determined based on external morphology and expertise of the examiner. Each 
animal was assigned three codes: the CSP code as submitted, a Massey University pathology code (five 
digit), and unique code to identify the animal’s provenance and species as follows:  
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Appendix 2.  
 
Diagrams depicting body wall trauma. 
 
 
SB08-01Ph 
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SB08-02Ph 
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SB08-03Ph 
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 SB08-04Af 
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 SB08-05Ph 
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 SB08-09Ph 
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SB08-06Ph (Southern blue whiting fishery) 
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SB08-10Ph (Southern blue whiting fishery) 
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