Marine Mammals: An Overview

Figure 1: Three of the most common marine mammals in Northern Europe: The harbour porpoise, the
harbour seal, and the grey seal. Drawings by Sara Ortiz (University of Southern Denmark).

The marine mammals are the whales, the seals and sea lions, the sirenians (dugongs and
manatees), the sea otter and the polar bear. There are around 130 species of marine mammals.
Once they lived on land, but now they spend a large part of, or all, their life in the aquatic
environment. Their ancestors found it increasingly rewarding to feed in water. For whales, the
transition to water started more than 40 million years ago. The most recent example of a marine
mammal, the polar bear, split from terrestrial ancestors less than 1 million years ago.
Marine mammals have evolved special features to …
... move around efficiently in water
... dive, in some species very long (for hours) and very deep (several kilometers)
... conserve heat, usually by an impressive fur or blubber layer
... see and hear well underwater
For most marine mammals, sound is a primary sense, as acoustic signals are transported
very efficiently under water. Dolphins and other toothed whales can echolocate: they find prey
by listening to echoes from clicks that they emit. Seals use their whiskers to detect the underwater turbulence generated by swimming fish.

Figure 2: Left: Sound production and reception in a porpoise. Drawing by: American Scientist
Right: Seal detecting the trail behind a fish by using its vibrissae. Drawing by: Wolf Hanke,
University of Rostock
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Marine mammals feed on different types of food
•
•
•
•
•
•

Baleen whales feed on krill and other small animals
Toothed whales feed on fish and squid, sometimes found beyond 1 km of depth; some
dolphins, such as killer whales, also eat marine mammals
Seals and sea lions feed mainly on fish and squid; some species dive to great depths
Sirenians feed on algae and marine plants
Sea otters feed on sea urchins and clams
Polar bears feed on seals

Human activities threaten marine mammals in many different ways:
•

•
•
•

Marine mammals are bycaught in fishing gear
They can have very high levels of pollutants
We sometimes find large amount of plastics in their stomachs
Some whales are scared by underwater noise from boats, sonars, and construction work.

Figure 3: Harbour porpoises in the Baltic Sea. Photo by Annika Toth
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