MESSAGE TO VESSEL
OPERATORS

Marine mammal approach guidelines* for vessels
are designed to protect species from disturbance.
Research has shown seals on ice are sensitive to
vessels at greater distances compared to other
habitats. Maintaining more distance between
seals and vessels will help conserve these unique
habitats for seals that rest, give birth, nurse pups,
and molt on the ice.

This brochure is to remind vessel operators and
users about recommended approach guidelines in
areas with floating ice and seals; the underpinning
science regarding disturbance; and why tidewater
glacial sites are an important habitat for seals. The
goal is to ultimately help all visitors comply with
the Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA) and
avoid broader regulatory actions.

LEGAL PROTECTIONS
FOR SEALS

Harbor seals, and other marine mammals, are
protected by the MMPA. Except for subsistence
use by Alaska Natives, any activity that disrupts
(defined as “harassment”) normal seal behavior
(like nursing) is not permitted. Flushing seals
(especially pups) resting on the ice is considered
a disruption that may have lasting effects for
individuals and populations.

These voluntary approach guidelines are designed
to reduce the potential for vessels to inadvertently
disturb harbor seals. NOAA is promoting these
measures to minimize disturbance to seals
in sensitive glacial habitats and to encourage
collective stewardship rather than enforcement so
that seal populations remain at healthy levels for
future generations to enjoy.

For more information on how you
can help protect Alaska’s rare
glacial harbor seals by following
NOAA's approach guidelines, visit
our website: http://bit.ly/4kkDYV0

NOAA Fisheries (National Marine Fisheries Service)
is an agency within the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) under the U.S.
Department of Commerce

The mission of the NOAA Fisheries is to provide
stewardship of the nation’s living marine resources
through science-based conservation and
management and promotion of healthy ecosystems.

NOAA Fisheries Alaska Region, Protected Resources Division
P.O. Box 21668, 709 West 9th Street, Juneau, AK 99802
PH: (907) 586-7235
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https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/alaska/marine-life-viewing-guidelines/frequent-questions-alaska-harbor-seal-approach-guidelines
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/alaska/marine-life-viewing-guidelines/frequent-questions-alaska-harbor-seal-approach-guidelines
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GUIDELINES FOR ALL
GLACIAL AREAS
(YEAR-ROUND)

Science and local knowledge inform the following
guidelines for all vessel types in all glacial areas®.
Keeping your distance is the most important

goal,

but striving to follow all recommendations

will reduce our human footprint, providing benefits
to seals.
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All vessels (kayaks to cruise ships) should
strive to maintain 500 yards (about 0.25
miles) from seals. An approach plan will help
avoid surprising seals and maintain safe
navigation. Be equally watchful for seals
when arriving and departing the fjord.

Minimize wake, abrupt changes in course or
engine pitch, and loud noises (such as ice
collisions or excessive PA use). Seals react
to sound from PA systems which can carry
for miles.

Skirt thick ice wherever possible, as this
is prime habitat for rearing pups. Where
there is ice, there will be seals - assume
seals are watching you even though you
can’t see them.

Visit glacial fjords earlier or later in the day
whenever feasible to avoid peak numbers of
seals hauled out at midday.

*Except for Glacier Bay National Park,
which maintains its own seal protections.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
ESSEL OPERATORS

SITE-SPECIFIC GUIDELINES (MAY 15 - JUNE 30)

Additional seasonal restrictions are advised for Tracy Arm Fjord and Disenchantment Bay. These sites haves
high vessel traffic that coincides with large numbers of seal pups so we advise further protection when mothers
are rearing pups. The general, year-round guidelines apply to these sites as well.
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Tracy Arm Fjord

During seal pupping, vessels are encouraged to
restrict travel to the southwest half of the arm within
580 yards (approx. 0.33 miles) of the shoreline
and stay farther than 1250 yards (approx. 0.75
miles) from the glacier to avoid higher seal
densities (see map).

When ice is thick, vessels are asked to stop
0.75 miles from the glacier face.
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Travel Area

Disenchantment Bay

During seal pupping, vessels are encouraged to
restrict travel to the eastern half of the bay within
about 1.5 miles of the shoreline and stay farther
than 1.5 miles from Hubbard Glacier, to avoid
higher seal densities (see map).

When ice is thick, vessels are asked to stay
south of a line between Bancas Point and
Calahonda Creek.


https://www.nps.gov/glba/planyourvisit/boatregs.htm

