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Discussion and Conclusions 
This discussion focusses on the comparison of data 
from the present study (the 1989 pup) with those of 
the suckling period of the pup born in 1988 which 
spent its suckling period confined with its mother in 
a different outdoor land area; it will be referred to 
as the 1988 pup (Kastelein & Wiepkema, 1990). 
Some references will be made to the 1987 pup and 
its mother, which were confined to an undisturbed 
indoor suckling area (Kastelein & Wiepkema, 1988). 

Suckling ritual 
The mother nosed both the 1988 pup and the 1989 
pup before almost every suckling session. Nosing 
probably serves to identify the pup by smell. In the 
wild the same behaviour can be seen (Davies, 1949; 
Fogden, 1968 & 1971; Burton et al., 1975). Fogden 
(1968) suggested that flippering might be carried out 
by the mother to direct the pup towards her nipples, 
but later he observed that the mother also flippers 
when the pup is in a good feeding position and said 
that maybe flippering serves as a stimulus for the pup 
to suck (Fogden, 1971). 

The 1989 pup vocalized more before each suckling 
session than the 1988 pup. This could be a result of 
the mother spending much of her time swimming 
outside the hollow, and it might have taken longer 
for her to get to the pup after it started to call. The 
vocalizing seems to have at least two functions: it 
tells the mother that the pup is hungry, and it aids 
the mother in finding her pup (Davies, 1949). The 
trainers noticed that the pup stopped vocalizing after 
weaning, which suggests that this behaviour is 
evoked under certain circumstances (i.e. with a 
lactating female in the area) or that it is determined 
by endogenous factors, and only occurs during the 
suckling period. 

Encounters between mother andpup 
The total number of scores that the mother and pup 
were together was much lower in 1989 than in 1988. 
This probably resulted from the restrictions on the 
mother's freedom during the 1988 suckling period, 
and suggests that when given the opportunity, the 
mother avoided the pup except during the suckling 
sessions. She spent a large proportion of her time in 
the water, swimming or watching the hollow. Maybe 
this behaviour is an adaptation for safety so that 
the mother would not accidently crush her pup if 
suddenly alarmed, or perhaps she preferred the water 
for thermoregulatory purposes. 

Both in 1988 and in 1989 the mother ended most 
suckling sessions (on average 58% and 56% respect­
ively). This is in contrast with the 1987 indoor situ­
ation where the pup ended almost all suckling 
sessions. This couJd be due to more disturbances in 
the outdoor situations. 

The number ofvocalizations produced before each 
suckling session increased in the second half of the 
suckling period, and associated with this, the suck­
ling sessions became longer and correlated with the 
number ofproceeding vocalizations. A larger sample 
size would be needed to investigate whether the 
number of vocalizations r~flect the degree of need 
for food. 

Suckling parameters 
The total suckling time per day was considerably less 
(P<O.OOI, Mann-Whitney U-test) in 1989 (median 
40 min) than in 1988 (median 101 min). This was 
linked to on average shorter suckling sessions in 
1989, as the number of sessions per day and the 
length of the suckling period were similar in both 
years. So, the 1988 pup seemed to need more milk 
that the 1989 pup. This could be explained by the 
very wet weather during the 1988 suckling period, 
which caused the pup's lanugo coat to be wet most of 
the time. This suggests that to increase their energy 
intake, Grey seal pups try to keep the same feeding 
schedule (rhythm), but increase the length of the 
suckling bouts. Whether they can adhere to their 
preferred rhythm depends on the behaviour of the 
mother, which in turn is probably influenced by the 
environment. 

The positive correlation in the first half of the suck­
ling period between the length of a suckling session 
and that of the immediately following non-suckling 
interval suggests that milk intake factors determine 
the suckling pattern in this period. The longer the 
pup suckled in one bout, the more it may have taken 
in, and the longer it could last without a feed. 
This correlation was not found in the second half 
of the suckling period, which suggests that for some 
unknown reason non-feeding factors such as dis­
turbances and the mother's behaviour became more 
important at this stage 

The suckling parameters were influenced byexter­
nal factors such as disturbances in the environment 
of the mother and pup. Often, when the pup was 
woken up by a disturbance, this seemed to increase its 
tendency to call for the mother and to suckle. Also 
the mother often offered her nipples to the young 
after a disturbance, such as the weighing of the pup. 
Environmental influences have also been observed in 
the field where the pups were disturbed while sleep­
ing, and started to call for the mother. This resulted 
in shorter than usual non-suckling intervals (Fogden, 
1971). 

For some unknown reason, the average length of 
the non-suckling intervals increased during the first 
halfof the suckling period, but this was compensated 
for by longer suckling sessions, so that the total suck­
ling time remained constant on the days involved 
(Fig. 6). In the second half the non-suckling intervals 
became shorter while the duration of the suckling 
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