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The genus Arctocephalus consists of eight species of fur 
seals (Berta 2009). The Galápagos fur seal, Arctocephalus 
galapagoensis Heller, 1904, is endemic to the Galápagos 
Islands and is distributed mainly on islands with rocky 
shores adjacent to intense upwelling areas (Reeves et al. 
1992; Salazar 2002). These fur seals are the smallest and 
the least sexually dimorphic otariid species (Jefferson 
et al. 2008), and are well adapted to equatorial climatic 
conditions (Repenning et al. 1971; Trillmich 1984; Reeves 
et al. 1992). 

The population of the Galapagos fur seal appears to 
be fluctuating and population size is decreasing markedly 
compared to the 1970’s  (Alava and Salazar 2006), and 
current abundance is estimated to be around 10,000-
15,000 animals. Due to its limited distribution, fluctuating 
(unstable) population size, and marked decline in the last 
30 years (greater than 50 %) the Galápagos fur seal should 
be classified as Endangered, based on the IUCN Red List 
categories (Aurioles and Trillmich 2008).

Its presence outside the Galapagos archipelago is 
known only from a few records of vagrant individuals that 
arrived on the coasts of South and Central America (Felix et 
al. 2007). Montoya (2008) suggested that A. galapagoensis 
may have visited a Costa Rican oceanic island, based on 
John Coulter’s annotations from the 1800’s. However, 
no photo record had ever been registered before for this 
country.  

Here we report the first record of A. galapagoensis 
for the mainland coast of Costa Rica, which is outside the 
geographical distribution of this species about 1,300 km 
from its type locality (Figure 1). The individual had an 
underfur layer in its pelage, a short pointed snout and 
relatively small body size (details in next section).

The fur seal was observed on December 29, 2009 at 
Estero Guerra within the Sierpe River mouth (08°47’17” 
N, 83°36’59” W) (Figures 1 C-D). This is an estuarine area 
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Abstract: This is the first record of Arctocephalus galapagoensis for the mainland coast of Costa Rica, which is outside the 
geographical distribution of this species about 1,300 km from its type locality. Changes in environmental conditions during 
El Niño events might be responsible for a higher incidence of these sightings. The presence of a moderate El Niño along the 
central and eastern equatorial Pacific Ocean during this month coincides with the occurrence of the fur seal in Costa Rican 
coasts.  No photo record had ever been registered before for this country.
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with strong currents in the mouth of the river. Mangroves 
dominate the muddy-sandy habitat. The animal was a 
female, and it was not directly measured or weighed, 
however, it was handled in a box whose length, width 
and height were 100 cm, 65 cm and 35 cm, respectively. 
The fur seal was again seen during the same morning (at 
10:00 h), close to a fresh water stream. The animal looked 
weak, passive and non-aggressive. The individual was 
rescued by MINAET (Ministry of Environment, Energy and 
Telecommunications) local personnel. No DNA sampling 
was conducted. People from MINAET adapted an area in 
the marine water, in which they put ice and live bait. The 
bait was ballyhoo and the individual ate it. In the next 
morning, December 30th, the animal was released near 
Punta Burica (8°2’38” N, 82°54’35” W).

There was a second sighting with photographic 
evidence of the same species six days before, on December 
23th at Dominicalito Beach (09°13’36” N, 83°50’40” W). 
This is a beach with a rocky shore line, sandy gaps and 
waves battering the coast. A fur seal was seen during 
the morning sunbathing, sleeping, and avoiding capture 
(06:00 h) (Figures 1 A-B). This site had similar features of 
A. galapagoensis habitat. 

Another possible sighting was made by fishermen on 
December 18th at Isla Caballo. This is a continental island, 
less than 5 km from the mainland and within the Gulf of 
Nicoya (09°58’56” N, 84°57’40” W). The island presents 
rocky and muddy shores within estuarine dynamics. The 
fur seal was seen by fishermen swimming near the island 
during the morning (08:00 h).

These three sightings were recorded within a period of 
13 days along the Pacific Coast of Costa Rica, apparently 
heading south (Figure 2). 

It has been previously confirmed that the Galapagos fur 
seals are capable of traveling far beyond the archipelago 
limits, reaching the Ecuador mainland and further north to 
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Figure 1. Arctocephalus galapagoensis in Costa Rica. A-B Dominicalito 
Beach, C-D Estero Guerra, where it was rescued  (Photos by A: La Nacion, 
B: APSD, C-D: C. Mora).
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Central American coasts (Félix et al. 2001, 2007). Changes 
in environmental conditions during El Niño events might 
be responsible for a higher incidence of these extra-limital 
sightings (Félix et al. 2001; 2007; Capella et al. 2002), 
where low prey availability acts as the ecological force 
driving such large-scale movements (Félix et al. 2001; 
2007). According to NOAA (2010), positive anomalies 
of sea surface temperatures (SST) exceeding +2 °C were 
present along the central and eastern equatorial Pacific 
Ocean during 2009, confirming the presence of a moderate 
El Niño that lasted until the first trimester of 2010. This 
extreme warm event coincides with the occurrence of the 
fur seal in Costa Rican coast. 

Figure 2. Map showing the coastal encounters with A. galapagoensis in 
the Pacific coast of Costa Rica, 2009. Fur seal sightings records: 1= Isla 
Caballo (09°58’56” N, 84°57’40” W), December 18th; 2 = Dominicalito 
Beach (09°13’36” N, 83°50’40” W), December 23rd; 3 = Estero Guerra 
(08°47’17” N, 83°36’59” W), December 29th.
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