
undy Island in the Bristol Channel is
renowned for its beauty and tranquil
atmosphere, attracting thousands of
visitors every year, including hundreds

of divers and snorkellers. Lying 23 miles
from the nearest port, it is a remote place
surrounded by waters abundant with
spectacular underwater habitats and species
– I live and work there as the warden. My
job is to conserve the wildlife as well as raise
awareness of the island’s ecological
importance. 

As a diver myself, one of the many
highlights of living on Lundy is the
opportunity to dive the kelp forests and
wrecks, especially after a busy day. The Jetty
is the most accessible shore dive, with jewel
anemones, dead men’s fingers, cup corals
and ballan wrasse – to name but a few of
the species to be seen. As any diver who has
visited Lundy will know, there is always the
possibility of being joined by one, or more,
of our inquisitive, mischievous and playful
grey seals. 

Your first seal encounter may make you
feel a little uneasy as you become aware of
the sheer size and power of these wild
animals, particularly the males or bulls who
can reach in excess of 300kg. However if
they choose to stay with you the experience
is magical. As you watch them twist and

Diver and marine biologist Beccy MacDonald
has observed Lundy’s seals close up, but
her joy at seeing visitors interacting with
them is tempered by concern that their
wildness is being compromised
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turn with grace, you soon realise how well
adapted seals are for the underwater world.
They look completely different to the
cumbersome mammals that line the rocky
shore at mid-tide. 

Seals are naturally curious and playful, and
while interacting with humans, they exhibit
their natural behaviours, including fin-
tugging, riding on each others’ backs and
exploratory behaviour using their mouths. 

Many divers and snorkellers visiting Lundy
have tales of seal encounters and I am no
exception; one chilly September dive around
the Jetty ended with an encounter that I will
never forget. A young female seal had spent
some time watching us from the safety of a
cave while we explored the kelp forests
looking for something interesting to
photograph. We had seen her on our way
past the cave but as she stayed inside we
appreciated that she didn’t want to interact
with us. After a couple of shots, we realised
one of us (who shall rename nameless) had
forgotten to put a silica gel pack into the
camera housing, creating a steam room
inside. 

So we headed back to shore and soon
realised that there were three of us; one
hitching a ride on my dive buddy’s fins.
Amusingly he was completely oblivious until
he tried to move his legs. The seal then

swam in synchronisation underneath him
until she stopped in mid-water, looking
quickly at both of us. We weren’t sure if
there was a problem, so we stopped and
watched while she shot to the surface,
returned to us and, once assured we were
watching, began to blow bubbles
mimicking our breaths. Until this point, I had
never truly appreciated the intelligence of
these wild animals but this young female’s
behaviour had a profound effect and
instilled in me a deeper understanding of
my responsibility for the protection of these
amazing animals here on Lundy.

The experience is one that should be
treasured, however some serious concerns
are arising about just how we humans are
behaving with seals and I hope that after
reading this article you will understand and
therefore support and encourage more
responsible behaviour and assist us in raising
awareness among divers. 

Awkward questions
There are a number of images and pieces of
video footage on the internet showing
people stroking and tickling seals, trying to
shake their fins, encouraging them to bite
and tug with dog toys bounced off their
noses, pushing glove puppets into their
faces and even trying to hug them. Some

seals have shown that they do like physical
contact, and it is easy to be drawn in to
thinking how cute and cuddly seals appear
to be.

However we have to ask ourselves some
serious questions. Should we encourage wild
seals to change their natural behaviour just
because we want to stroke and cuddle them
like pets? Is it appropriate to touch a wild
animal? What could be the short and long-
term consequences of us interfering with
their natural behaviour? Are we prepared to
take responsibility for any detrimental
consequences to seal populations? 

What should we do – should we just
ignore the situation and hope for the best?
What do we do if seals start biting people
when they do not like being touched or
alternatively to get our attention? Is there a
risk of transmitting diseases through skin-to-
skin contact? There are many, many more
questions that need answering.

Research into the impacts of whale-
watching tourism and swimming or diving
interactions with some dolphins and whales
has found that there could be consequences
to the animals’ natural behaviours,
particularly their movements and
socialisation. This has led to such activities
being prohibited in many locations across 
the world. 
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boats going through the Marine
Conservation Zone, but I have also seen them
actively avoid boats or divers and snorkellers,
thereby changing their behaviour. We
honestly do not know what impacts these
changes may have; they could be negative
but they could also be positive – should we
risk it?

Since becoming the warden here, I have
witnessed a dramatic increase in seal diving,
which is fantastic news. The images and
footage which divers and snorkellers share
with us on our Flickr group, Lundy Seals, are
wonderful and provide us with opportunities
to learn more about our seal population and
their behaviour. However we have also had
to produce and release a Seal Code of
Conduct which all visiting charter boats carry
and use as part of their pre-dive/snorkel brief
to inform visitors of appropriate behaviour
with an emphasis on no contact.

The code was produced to raise awareness
and so far has been widely accepted and
supported. But there are some who still
choose to ignore it, which is why we need
your help to raise awareness. The code was
also produced to ensure that water users
keep a respectful distance from hauled seals,
so that they are not disturbed and frightened
into the water. Heavily pregnant females can
abort as a result of disturbance both on land
and in the water. 

As someone who works with seals on a
regular basis, it is clear to me that they are
wild animals and not domestic pets, and we
have a responsibility to respect and protect
them. We should act as observers of their
behaviour and appreciate the experiences

SPECIAL REPORT
Primarily the prohibition has been

brought in following harassment and
disturbance of individuals by boats or
people and the unknown long-term
consequences of changes to the animals’
behaviour. So what constitutes harassment
and disturbance? Well, this is very open to
interpretation but essentially it can be
anything that alters the animals’ natural
behaviour. It is fair to say that some of our
seals will come and have a look at divers or

that they allow us to partake in. We should
not attempt to alter their behaviour for our
personal enjoyment. We have learnt to
respect other large marine species including
basking sharks, whale sharks and dolphins
and now adopt different approaches to how
we interact with them, so we should adopt
the same approach with seals. 

We have been lucky here on Lundy: the
vast majority of visitors adhere to our code
of conduct and are supporting our appeal
for people to enjoy the experiences but not
interfere with the seals’ natural behaviours.
Sadly, we are not the only place with
concerns about visitors’ behaviour towards
seals and I hope your support will change
this. I thank all of our responsible charter
boats and divers who have shown respect
for our seals and I hope that we can all
enjoy the amazing experiences that seal
diving provides long into the future.  
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Signed and sealed:
the main points of the seal code
Please refrain from touching the seals
Do not feed the seals
Do not approach the seals or attempt 
to chase them, given time they will come
to you
Take plenty of pictures, but avoid using
flash photography as this may scare the
seals 
If you observe any behaviours that might
indicate stress, such as increased
vocalisation, teeth bearing or rapid entry
into the water please move away and
allow the seal to recover
Never approach hauled out seals from
the land or water, and maintain a
distance of 100m from them during
pupping season 
Please keep your boat speed low near
seals to avoid disturbance

Protected seas
Lundy’s waters have been protected since
1971 when the UK’s first Voluntary Marine
Nature Reserve was established there. In
1986, this became the first statutory
Marine Nature Reserve, which was
upgraded into the first Marine
Conservation Zone in 2010. Due to the
high levels of protection, in 2003, an area
along the east coast of Lundy became the
UK’s first No Take Zone, where no fishing
of any kind is permitted. 

PHOTO: JONNY AIRD
PH

O
TO

: M
IK

E D
EA

TO
N

PH
O

TO
: D

A
N

IEL TA
Y
LO

R

PHOTO: JAMES WRIGHT


