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PINNIPEDS OF NEW ZEALAND

Southern Elephant  Seal
( 4 - 5 m)

Leopard  Seal*
(3 - 3.6 m)

NZ Fur Seal
(2.5 m)

Illustrations not exactly to scale. This diagram shows the comparative sizes of a few of the species featured.

What are Pinnipeds? 

Pinnipeds are fin-footed (pinna = fin and pedis = foot) carnivorous marine mammals, 
commonly known as seals. They make up the largest group of native mammals that breed on 
land, in New Zealand.

There are two living families of pinnipeds- the Otariidae (eared seals- which are the fur seals and 
sea lions) and Phocidae (earless or true seals). 
Otariidae can be identified by their external ears (Phocidae have none)and their mobile hind 
flippers, giving them the ability to move around quickly on land. In contrast Phocidae have 
trouble moving on land as they cannot turn their hind flippers forward.

There are eight pinniped species that are native to the New Zealand region. The five species 
highlighted in this coloring sheet are the species that are regular or occasional visitors to our 
mainland shores and subantarctic islands.

OTARIIDAE (eared seals)

Native, Protected

The New Zealand Fur Seal is the most common 
seal spotted on NZ coastlines

Characteristics: dark grey-brown fur, with 
distinguishing pointed snout, and under-eyes are 
always wet. They are the smallest of the native seals.

Size: Males approx. 90 – 150 kg, Females approx. 
30- 50 kg

Range: Found on rocky coasts on all sub-antarctic 
islands, Chatham Islands, South Island and 
southern North Island coasts. Sometimes as far 
north as Auckland.

Vagrant

Characteristics: very similar to 
NZ Fur Seal, dark grey-brown 
fur on back, with a yellow-cream 
chest. Males have a head crest 
which is visible when agitated.

Size: Males approx. 130 kg, 
Females approx. 35 kg

Range: Occasionally found on the 
Antipodes Islands

Endemic, Protected

The NZ Sealion is one of the rarest species of sea 
lion in the world. 

Characteristics: Males are dark brown to black 
in colour. Females have creamy grey to white fur. 
Blunt nose and short whiskers.

Size: Males approx. 250- 450 kg, Females approx. 
100 – 160 kg

Range: Found on flat sandy beaches, coastal 
dunes and forest on Stewart, Auckland and 
Campbell Islands, and in the south of the South 
Island

PHOCIDAE (true seals)

(1) New Zealand Fur Seal (Kekeno) (2) Subantarctic Fur Seal (3) New Zealand Sea Lion (Whakahao)

Native, Protected

Characteristics: long, slim body, with blue-black coloured fur on 
back and silver belly with spots. Have very large front flippers and a 
flat-topped head with a very wide gape.

Size: both sexes approx. 275- 500 kg

Range: Normally found along edges of Antarctic ice pack, 
occasionally visit southern South Island and Auckland and Campbell 
Islands during winter.

(4) Leopard Seal
Native, Protected

The male Southern Elephant seal is the largest seal in the world.

Characteristics: Dark grey in colour which fades to a grey-brown  
throughout the year. Very thick layer of blubber. Males have a 
characteristic short trunk-like nose that can be inflated. 

Size: Males approx. 3600 kg, Females approx. 900 kg

Range: Normally residents of Antarctica and NZ’s subantarctic 
islands. Found on beaches and dunes on Campbell, Antipodes, 
Auckland, Snares, Stewart and Chatham islands, as well as 
occasionally the South Island.

(5) Southern Elephant Seal
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