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Were seals here the whole time? 

 

Abstract 

Our Bass Connections team did a deep dive into the historical ecology of seals in North 

Carolina. As a collection of sub-teams, we compiled and poured through newspaper records, 

citizen science databases, museum collections, archeological records, and scientific literature to 

amass relevant reports of seals in the state throughout history, from pre-colonial times to the 

present day. We sought to contextualize the current presence of harbor seals near Oregon Inlet, 

which have been reported in the area since 2010. We use historical and modern records to 

conclude that harbor seals are not new to North Carolina, as we found pre-colonial archeological 

records of harbor seals, as well as relatively consistent reports of seals from newspapers from the 

1880s to the present day. We had great success as a team and were able to travel repeatedly to 

the North Carolina Museum of Natural Sciences and to present our findings at the Southeast and 

Mid-Atlantic Marine Mammal Symposium held at UNC Wilmington. Our work provides a 

historical prospective of seals in North Carolina, informing future research and outreach efforts.  

 

Team Profile 

 

The Bass Connections team ‘Unraveling the History of Seals in North Carolina’ brought 

together undergraduates, master’s students, a PhD student, distinguished professors, and library 

staff in the pursuit of finding historical records of harbor seals in the state. Harbor seals, the most 

widely distributed pinniped in the world, were once nearly extirpated from the east coast of the 

United States and Canada. Protected by the Marine Mammal Protection Act in 1972, the 

population has since rebounded. Reports of harbor seals near Oregon Inlet in the Outer Banks of 

North Carolina since 2010 prompted our team to understand the historical occurrence of seals in 

North Carolina. We sought to understand if seals were recolonizing former habitat or were 

expanding their range to the south for the first time by amassing records from newspapers, 

museums, scientific literature, citizen science platforms, archeological sites, and stranding 

networks.  

We began the year with a variety of guest lectures to provide necessary background 

information on harbor seal ecology, research methods, and historical ecology. Students then split 

into small teams to tackle publicly available datasets from iNaturalist, iDigBio, VertNet, and the 

stranding record, where it was possible to easily compile relevant records. After this initial round 

of searching, students formed more formal sub-teams to work on more challenging data sources. 

The three sub-teams focused on historical newspapers, archeological records, and scientific 

literature. Each team worked to develop methods, compile a wide breadth of records, and 

systematically screen records for relevancy. We chose to search for records of all seal species, 

not just harbor seals, due to uncertainties and omissions of species identification. We found 105 

newspaper records, eight peer-reviewed scientific records, and one archeological report of seals 

in North Carolina, spanning from pre-colonial times to the present day. Taken together, all of our 

records indicate that seals are not at all new to the coast of North Carolina (Figure 1). While 

there is an uptick in seal reports since the 1990s, this can be attributed to the formalization of the 



Marine Mammal Stranding Network in 1992 and the rise of online citizen science platforms like 

iNaturalist.  

 

 
Figure 1: Records of seals reported in North Carolina by decade.  

 

Newspaper records were found along the North Carolina coast, with hotspots in Dare county, 

which encompasses the recent seal haul-out site near Oregon Inlet, as well as in Craven, Carteret, 

New Hanover, and Brunswick counties (Figure 2).  

 



 
Figure 2: Reports of seal sightings in North Carolina counties by local newspapers.  

 

As part of our work, we visited the North Carolina Museum of Natural Sciences, both for a 

behind-the-scenes tour of the mammal collection and as partners for their Marine Mammal 

Research Day (Figure 3). At the end of the academic year, we presented our findings at the Bass 

Connections Fair in Durham, NC as well as the Southeast and Mid-Atlantic Maine Mammal 

Symposium.  

 



 
Figure 3: The Bass Connections team at the NC Museum of Natural Sciences (top) and 

presenting our work (bottom).  

 

Our team members worked incredibly well together and enjoyed our time working on this 

project. While sometimes challenging to build community across main campus and the Duke 

Marine Lab via zoom, we made an effort to connect through field trips and regular meetings. As 

the project manager, I am particularly excited to see what the students do next! 


