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INTRODUCTION
GREY SEAL SURVE YS

S ince 2008, coordinated surveys 
have been conducted to count 
grey seals on sandbanks in the 

Wadden Sea across the Netherlands, 
Germany, and Denmark, as well as 
on the island of Helgoland, located 
near the Wadden Sea. These surveys, 
referred to as trilateral counts, are 
carried out annually during both the 
pupping and moulting seasons. Aerial 
surveys are conducted in all areas.

Grey seal pups are counted in the 
pupping season from November to 
January. During this time, female 
grey seals give birth to a white coated 
pup on sites that do not flood during 
high tide, unless there are unusually 
high tides. The pups will stay on land 
while lactating (3-4 weeks), followed 
by 1-4 weeks of moulting when 
the pups shed their long white fur 
and regrow a grey fur that is more 
suitable for swimming. After moult 
the pups will leave the haul-out.

In the Wadden Sea, most grey seals 
undergo their annual moult between 
March and April (Schop et al., 2017). 
This is characterised by visible 
changes in the seals’ fur colour and 
their resting on land. The latter is 
assumed to reduce heat loss. Typically, 
during the moult large aggregations 
of grey seals are observed. 
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Grey seals in the Wadden Sea and 
on Helgoland are part of a wider 
North Sea population, with individuals 
moving between haul-out sites within 
this region (Brasseur et al., 2015; 
2022). During the moulting season, 
individuals from other North Sea 
colonies—particularly from the larger 
colonies in the United Kingdom—
frequently use haul-outs sites of the 
Wadden Sea, affecting the moult 
counts in the Wadden Sea (Brasseur 
et al., 2015). Consequently, the 
number of seals counted during the 
moult in the Wadden Sea is generally 
higher than what can be expected 
from the local breeding stock.

This report presents grey seal count 
data from 2008 to 2025. To ensure 
the most accurate trend analysis, we 
use the annual survey dates recorded 
within the shortest possible time 
window across the Wadden Sea and 
Helgoland. This approach minimises 
the risk of double-counting individuals 
that move between haul-out sites. 
The figures in this report should be 
interpreted as indices rather than 
an absolute population size. These 
indices are most informative when 
analysed over multiple years, as 
annual fluctuations can occur due to 
weather, disturbances or other local 
and regional factors.
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Number of grey seal pups in the Wadden Sea between 2008-2024
Schleswig-Holstein Denmark Lower Saxony and Hamburg Helgoland Netherlands Total

uring the pupping season, coordinated counts 
across the Wadden Sea and Helgoland resulted in a 
total count of 3,051 pups (figure to right). This is a 

20% increase compared to the 2023-2024 season (Schop 
et al., 2024) and is relatively high compared to the 9% and 
1% increase observed in 2021-2022 and 2022-2023, 
respectively (Schop et al., 2022, 2023). Over the last five 
years, the mean annual growth rate of counted pups was 
12.3%.

Most of the pups were counted in the Dutch Wadden 
Sea, comprising 53.8% of the total pup count, followed by 
Helgoland (31.8%) and Lower Saxony (14.4%). Within the 
Dutch Wadden Sea, the count of 1,640 pups represented a 
17.6% increase compared to the previous pupping season. 
The number of pups on Helgoland increased by 22.4% 
to 971. In Lower Saxony, there was a 22.3% increase 
compared to the last season, resulting in 439 pups. The 
pup numbers in Lower Saxony were assumed to have been 
underestimated in the previous season, because surveys 
could not be conducted around the expected peak dates 
due to adverse weather conditions. In the northeastern part 
of the Wadden Sea, one pup was recorded in Schleswig-
Holstein, while no pups were recorded in Denmark.
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RESULTS AND INTERPRE TATION

PUP COUNTS
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Denmark Lower Saxony and Hamburg NetherlandsSchleswig-Holstein Helgoland Total

Number of grey seal pups counted during pupping season in the Wadden Sea and Helgoland between 2007/2008 and 2024/2025 
Colours indicate results of the regional counts.
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Number of grey seals counted in the Wadden Sea regions during the moult between 
2008 and 2024

Denmark Schleswig-Holstein Lower Saxony and Hamburg Helgoland Netherlands Total

total of 12,064 grey seals were counted during the 
2025 moulting season in the Wadden Sea; a 4.8% 
increase compared to 2024 (Schop et al.., 2024; 

figure to left). Over the last five years, the number of grey 
seals in the Wadden Sea and Helgoland increased by an 
average annual rate of 9.8%.

Approximately 71.6% of the grey seals counted during the 
moult were observed in the Dutch Wadden Sea, where 
8,638 grey seals were counted (an increase of 10.4% 
compared to 2024). Lower Saxony contributed 13.0% to 
the total count with 1,564 grey seals, and 8.8% (1,060 
grey seals) were recorded on Helgoland. In the Wadden 
Sea of Lower Saxony the number of seals increased by 
14.7% compared to 2024 and on Helgoland, the number 
of grey seals dropped by 37.0%. In the Wadden Sea area of 
Schleswig-Holstein 499 grey seals were counted. For the 
second time in a row the number of grey seals counted in 
Schleswig-Holstein increased steeply: this year by 74.5%, 
and in the previous year by 62.5%. In the Danish Wadden 
Sea, 303 grey seals were counted, a decline of 16.1% 
compared to last year. 

A

RESULTS AND INTERPRE TATION

MOULT SURVEYS

Number of grey seals counted in the Wadden Sea regions and Helgoland during the moult in March-April between 2008 and 2025
Colours indicate results of the regional counts.
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C ompared to the 2023-2024 
period, both the counts of 
grey seal pups and the counts 

of moulting grey seals in the Wadden 
Sea and Helgoland were higher in 
2024-2025. A total of 3,051 seal 
pups and 12,064 moulting seals were 
counted. The pup production has 
shown an average annual growth rate 
of 12% over the past five years, while 
the numbers of grey seals counted 
during the moult have increased at 
an annual rate of 10% during the 
same period. It should be noted that, 
here, we present relative changes 
in abundance. Obtaining absolute 
abundance estimates of grey seals 
in the Wadden Sea would require 
assessing the proportion of seals in 
the water during the surveys and 
understanding the proportion that can 
or should be considered local. 

The trilateral counts are synchronised, 
however differences in birth timing 
seem to happen: In Kattegat, where 
the Atlantic grey seal live alongside 
the Baltic subspecies, births have 
been reported well into January, later 
than in the Wadden Sea. (Galatius et 
al., 2024). Additionally, new colonies 
consisting of less experienced females 
were observed to breed later in the 
United Kingdom (Bull et al., 2021). 
This could also have been the case in 
the Dutch Wadden Sea, where initially, 
the pupping peak occurred in early 

CONCLUSION
GREY SEAL SURVEYS

© Jessica Schop

January but has now shifted to early 
December (Brasseur et al., 2015). 

To improve the timing of our surveys, 
a better understanding is needed on 
the daily and annual fluctuations in 
the timing when most grey seals are 
on land for breeding and moulting. 
To translate monitoring results into 
management, advise, we further need 
better knowledge on the age and sex 
structure of the grey seals using the 
Wadden Sea, as well as movements 
within the Wadden Sea, between the 
Wadden Sea region, the wider North 
Sea, and potentially the Kattegat. 
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