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Advice from the Threatened Species Scientific Committee (the Committee) 
on the list of Threatened Species under the  

Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) 

1. Reason for Conservation Assessment by the Committee 

This advice follows assessment of new information provided through the Species Information 
Partnership with Western Australia on: 

Neophoca cinerea (Australian sea-lion) 

2. Summary of Species Details 

Taxonomy Conventionally accepted as Neophoca cinerea Peron, 1816. 

State Listing Status Listed as Schedule 4 Fauna (Other specially protected fauna) under 
the Western Australian Wildlife Conservation Act 1950.  

Listed as vulnerable under the South Australian National Parks and 
Wildlife Act 1972. 

Listed as endangered under the IUCN Red List of Threatened 
Species 2010 with a identified decreasing trend. 

Description Males range from 185–225 cm from head to tail, with females only 
130–185 cm in length (Gales, 2008). Males weigh 180–250 kg 
whereas females are much smaller weighing 65–100 kg (Gales, 
2008). 

Australian sea-lions have a blunt snout with a small tightly rolled 
external ear. Males are dark blackish or chocolate brown with a 
blondish white crown (head) and nape (neck). Females are silvery 
ash-grey above and yellow to cream underneath (Gales, 2008). Pups 
are chocolate brown in colour with a pale fawn crown until they moult 
at about two months of age. After moulting the coat of a juvenile is 
similar to that of an adult female. 

Distribution This species is endemic to southern Australia and is found from 
Kangaroo Island, South Australia, to the Houtman Abrolhos Islands 
in Western Australia (Gales et al., 1994). Breeding colonies occur on 
islands or remote sections of coastline. Lone or small numbers of 
animals will regularly visit known haul-out sites and occasionally visit 
other locations. The species has been sighted at over 200 locations. 

Relevant Biology/Ecology Commonly reaching 8–9 years of age, with a maximum age of 12+ 
years (Stirling, 1972). Females show a high level of natal site fidelity, 
only breeding at the site where they were born (DEWHA, 2010).  

In captivity, females first enter oestrus and mate when 4–5 years old 
(Langdon, 1987) and a male has been recorded as successfully 
mating at 3–3.5 years old (Ling and Guy, 2007). 

Both males and females are very territorial during the breeding 
season, often becoming aggressive. When this aggression is 
directed towards pups it can contribute significantly to their mortality 
(Strahan, 1983). 

A strong bond is established between a female and her pup, 
sometimes lasting up to more than a year (Strahan, 1983). The 
period of lactation is prolonged (4–36 months) in otariid seals and 
intensive suckling bouts are interspersed with foraging trips away 
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from the pup (Crawley, 1990). 

Some male Australian sea-lions congregate in bachelor colonies on 
islands adjacent to the Perth metropolitan region during the non-
breeding season and migrate up to 280 km north each breeding 
season (Gales et al., 1992). There is little or no movement of 
females between breeding colonies. Males defend harems of a few 
females at high density breeding sites, but only one at a time at less 
dense colonies (Gales, 2008). All-male or ‘bachelor’ haul-out sites 
are known. 

The Australian sea-lion uses a variety of habitats when onshore, 
including exposed islands and reefs, rocky terrain, sandy beaches 
and vegetated fore dunes and swales. They also use caves and 
deep cliff overhangs as haul-out sites or breeding habitat (Dennis 
and Shaughnessy, 1996, 1999). 

Australian sea-lions are benthic foragers feeding on a wide variety of 
prey including fish, cephalopods and crustaceans (Gales, 2008). 
Females forage on the continental shelf, with the majority of diving 
occurring at 40–80 metres. While at sea, females and juveniles dive 
almost continually through the day and night. Young Australian sea-
lions (7–18 months old) have been observed foraging in depths up to 
60 m and range up to 10 km from their birth colony (Fowler and 
Costa, 2004). Less is known about males’ feeding behaviour, but 
they are recorded to dive deeper. The inshore breeding and foraging 
habitat of this species are responsible for interactions with fisheries 
and aquaculture (Gales, 2008). 

Threats 
Known 

 

Known threats to this species include habitat and prey availability, 
competition with other seals, fisheries bycatch (bottom-set gillnet, 
rock lobster), entanglement in marine debris, disturbance, 
harassment and displacement, predation and direct killing (Page et 
al., 2004; Orsini and Newsome, 2005; Goldsworthy et al., 2007; 
Campbell et al., 2008; DEWHA, 2010). 

Potential Potential threats to this species include habitat degradation, oil spills, 
pollution, toxins and climate change (DEWHA, 2010). 

3. Public Consultation 

Notice of the proposed amendment was made available for public comment for 30 business days. 
Any comments received that are relevant to the survival of the species have been considered by the 
Committee. 

4. How judged by the Committee in relation to the EPBC Act criteria and Regulations 

Criterion 1:  It has undergone, is suspected to have undergone or is likely to undergo in the 
immediate future a very severe, severe or substantial reduction in numbers 

Not Eligible 
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Criterion element Evidence 
Reduction in numbers Insufficient data – There are historical data on the harvest of 

Australian sea-lions for skins in the 1700s–2000s, and expedition 
observations that suggest the extent of occurrence has declined. 
However, this decline cannot be quantified (DEWHA, 2010). It is 
known that their range previously extended into the Bass Strait but 
commercial exploitation in the 1700–1800s resulted in regional 
extinction in this area (Campbell, 2005). In Western Australia there 
is also evidence to show that historically there has been a reduction 
in the number of breeding sites along the west coast, particularly 
around the greater Perth metropolitan area (i.e. no longer breeding 
on Garden or Rottnest Islands) (Campbell, 2005). Given that 60% of 
breeding sites produce fewer than 25 pups, broad scale depletion of 
Australian sea-lion populations may also indicate widespread 
subpopulation declines (DEWHA, 2010). The current distribution of 
abundance may also reflect the risk of anthropogenic impact 
(DEWHA, 2010). 

A recent analysis of pup production at the Seal Bay colony suggests 
it has decreased at this colony in recent years at a rate of 0.77% per 
year (12.6% decline between 1985 and 2002–03) (Shaughnessy et 
al., 2006). There is also evidence of declining pup production at 
some of the smaller colonies in both Western Australia and South 
Australia (Shaughnessy et al., 2005), though extent of decline is 
unknown.  

There is no evidence to suggest that the population is increasing or 
expanding its range (DAFF, 2007). The Australian sea-lion has a 
breeding cycle of 17.6 months compared to the standard 12 months 
of other pinnipeds (Ling and Walker, 1978; Gales et al., 1994). The 
result of this is a much longer time period needed to increase the 
population size (Orsini and Newsome, 2005). The species has high 
site fidelity and little movement of females between colonies has 
been observed. This, along with the asynchronous breeding cycle of 
the species, meaning different breeding colonies breed at differing 
times, means re-colonisation of places sea lions have become 
locally extinct is considered to be a slow process or unlikely to occur 
at all. 

 

Criterion 2:   Its geographic distribution is precarious for the survival of the species and is very 
restricted, restricted or limited 

Not Eligible 
 
Criterion element Evidence 
Geographic distribution  

AND 

Insufficient data – The species occurs from Kangaroo Island, South 
Australia to the Houtman Abrolohos Islands, Western Australia. 
However the actual extent of occurrence and area of occupancy are 
unknown. 

Geographic distribution 
precarious 

Yes – The species has been sighted at over 200 locations and the 
total population is estimated to be between 9900–14 700 (Gales et 
al., 1994, Dennis and Shaughnessy, 1996; DEWHA, 2010). 
However, the size of colonies is most often referred to in terms of 
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pup production per season, due to the difficulty in counting adults, as 
they move to water when disturbed. Most breeding colonies of 
Australian sea-lion are small with less than 50 pups produced per 
season. Only a few colonies, all in South Australia, produce more 
than 200 pups per season. The estimated total pup production per 
season is 2432 (Gales et al., 1994).  

Whilst PVA analysis indicates that Australian sea-lions populations 
that produce only a few pups a year are highly vulnerable to 
extinction, especially in the context of the potential loss of even 
small numbers of adult females to fisheries bycatch (Goldsworthy et 
al., 2007), population surveys over the last three decades suggest 
that the west coast population remains small but stable (Campbell, 
2005). Re-colonisation of locally extinct sites is unlikely, however, 
because of the high site fidelity of females to where they were born, 
which means that local extinctions may change the extent of 
occurrence and the area of occupancy of the species. 

Although this species has a large distribution and occurs at 76 
pupping sites, 62% of sites produce less than 25 pups a year 
(DEWHA, 2010) and a high female site fidelity (DEWHA, 2010) 
means that local extinction would decrease area of occupancy. 

 

Criterion 3:  The estimated total number of mature individuals is very low, low or limited; and 
either 
(a) evidence suggests that the number will continue to decline at a very high, high or 
substantial rate; or 
(b) the number is likely to continue to decline and its geographic distribution is 
precarious for its survival 

Eligible for listing as vulnerable 
 

Criterion element Evidence 
Total no. of mature 
individuals 

AND 

Limited – Between 1987 and 2010, population estimates have 
ranged from 9900–14 700 (Gales et al., 1994; Dennis and 
Shaughnessy, 1996; DEWHA, 2010). 

Continued rate of decline  Insufficient data – Detecting trends in abundance of Australian sea-
lions is difficult, due to unique life history characteristics such as 
breeding asynchrony across the species’ range and an extended 
pupping season.  

OR 

Total no. of mature 
individuals  

AND 

Limited – Between 1987 and 2010, population estimates have 
ranged from 9900–14 700 (Gales et al., 1994; Dennis and 
Shaughnessy, 1996; DEWHA, 2010). 

Continued decline likely 

AND 

Yes – This species has known threats (DEWHA, 2010) that would 
cause some decline with potential for loss of subpopulations and 
decreased area of occupancy. 

Geographic distribution 
precarious 

Yes – See Criterion 2 

 



The Threatened Species Scientific Committee agreed that this species was eligible to be retained as vulnerable on  
26 August 2010 

Neophoca cinerea (Australian sea lion) Listing Advice 
Page 5 of 7 

Criterion 4:  The estimated total number of mature individuals is extremely low, very low or low 

Not eligible 
 
Criterion element Evidence 
Total no. of mature 
individuals 

Not low – Between 1987 and 2010, population estimates have 
ranged from 9900–14 700 (Gales et al., 1994; Dennis and 
Shaughnessy, 1996; DEWHA, 2010). 

 

Criterion 5:  Probability of extinction in the wild that is at least 
 (a) 50% in the immediate future; or 

 (b) 20% in the near future; or 

 (c) 10% in the medium-term future 

Not eligible 

 

Criterion element Evidence 
Probability of extinction in 
the wild  

No data 

5. Recommendations 

The Committee recommends no amendment to the list referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act 
and that Neophoca cinerea remains eligible for inclusion in the vulnerable category of the list.  

The Committee notes that this species is eligible for inclusion due to its severe historic decline, the 
known and potential threats effecting this species, and the potential for declines in subpopulation 
numbers and area of occupancy. 

 

Threatened Species Scientific Committee 

26 August 2010 
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