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ea lions are one of only four
groups of animals that have
evolved very large brains - the
others being cetaceans (whales
and dolphins), elephants and, of course,
primates - including ourselves.
In 2016, researchers at the University of
California demonstrated that a California
sea lion named Rio could think logically
- the first ever example of a nonhuman
animal using basic logic. So when, in 2014,
local fishermen in the Galápagos Isles
began reporting that they’d seen sea lions
working together to chase and herd
yellowfin tuna into shallow coves, the
behaviour seemed plausible.
Galápagos photographer Tui De Roy
rushed to the scene, hoping to chronicle the action taking place along the
remote, lava-encrusted shorelines. Her
photographs,which were the first to be
taken of this ingenious hunting strategy,
reveal the resourcefulness of these marine
mammals like never before.

All photos by Tui De Roy / naturepl.com
[Above] Everybody loves sea lions, for their
dog-like playfulness and evident intelligence.
Galápagos sea lions are widely distributed
around the islands. They are one of two
types of seal found there, the other being
the Galápagos fur seal.
[Left] The volcanic coastline of Isabela Island
is one of the places where Galápagos sea
lions have been observed co-operatively
hunting tuna
[Right] Shorelines are dominated by solid
black lava, which has poured from the island
into the sea, forming many coves and
channels, which the sea lions use to trap the
unsuspecting tuna.

The hunt begins with a small group of sea
lions, half a dozen individuals at most,
swimming around lazily a short distance
offshore, while they wait for the first
groups of hunting tuna to pass through
the rich coastal waters of Fernandina and
Isabela Islands.
With their prey in sight, the sea lions begin
zigzagging around their prey, slowly but
steadily, causing the anxious fish to huddle
together. Once the tuna school starts to
circle, the sea lions increase their speed,
leaping and darting on their seaward side,
gradually herding the fish into shallow
water, but never giving chase.

The sea lions maintain the pressure as the
fish circle faster and faster, beginning to
exhaust themselves. Even though tuna
can swim faster than sea lions, the canny
predators manage to anticipate their
prey’s every move, deftly cutting them off
if they try to make a break for the open
ocean. The reactions and synchronised
movements of the sea lions demonstrates
a clear co-operation.

Constantly increasing the pace, the
sea lions work the fish into a frenzy,
streaking and porpoising at flat-out
speeds as they herd them towards
shore. Finally, the school splits apart
in disarray, desperately dashing for
the shallows in a last-ditch bid for an
alternative escape route through narrow lava channels — the ultimate trap.
Running out of water, some of the tuna
leap ashore in a final shower of spray,
their beautiful blue and gold colors at
odds with their inevitable fate.
For a moment each sea lion relaxes
after the massive exertion, before the
largest bulls lay claim to their prey,
which they vociferously defend against
younger competitors.

Once a fleeing tuna runs out of
water, the sea lion’s victory is
complete. With nowhere for the
stranded fish to run, the
sea lion can rest and enjoy the
reward of a rich meal.

Tuna are large fish, up to five feet long,
but the sea lions know just how to
process their prey. A bite to the fish’s
nape rips out the main muscles, closely
followed by a second bite to the throat
just below the gills, taking out the
heart in a brilliant spray of blood. Then
a few violent shakes rips off the fish’s
head before the feast begins.

The half-grown sea lion pups,
lowest in the hierarchy, work over
tuna tailstalks discarded by the
older ones. Dominance is closely
related to size and strength, so
as soon as the youngsters see a
big bull approaching, they quickly
abandon their meal. An hour later,
there’s not much more than a few
fish bones and strips of sinew left.

The sea lions are not alone at their
banquet. Frigatebirds, pelicans and
Galápagos hawks drop in from above,
while crabs scuttle along the shoreline,
hoovering up the scraps. In the water,
dozens of massive sharks follow hot on
the tail of the hunt, at times beaching
themselves in order to steal the tuna
in a roiling mass of slashing jaws and
tailfins.
Within a few hours, the entire hunting
sequence may be repeated, several
times a day on occasion.

[Above] Sometimes, a fight breaks
out between a feeding sea lion
and one or more of the attendant
species hoping to reap the spoils of
the hunt. Brown pelicans can often
be seen patrolling the water’s
edge, grabbing what morsels they
can with their massive beaks.

[Left] An opportunistic
Galápagos hawk scavenges the
abandoned head of a yellowfin
tuna. The hawks are frequent
specatators to the hunt, and
always ready to swoop in and
claim the rich pickings left behind
by the sea lions.

An entire community of species
benefits from the hunt - reef fish and
mullet are attracted in their droves to
the abundance of underwater scraps,
while the larger sharks try to claim
their share of the spoils. Birds and
crabs patrol the shore. Even flies are
attracted to the tuna carcasses,
providing food for lava lizards.
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Sea lions need to consume between 5
and 8 percent of their body weight each
day, amounting to 7-16kg of fish. The vast
amounts of rich, oily tuna meat consumed
each day by the old bulls makes them
hugely fat, a most important requirement
to succeed as top beachmasters during the
sea lion breeding season, when for weeks
they must live entirely on stored energy
reserves.

[Above] The sea lions must
work quickly to consume
their prey. The enjoyment of
a skillfully-caught meal can
be cut short when there are
other predators around to
claim it.
[Right] A bull feeds on a tuna
he has caught, staining the
water crimson.

he rich, oily tuna meat consumed each day by the old bulls
makes them hugely fat.
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After spending a few days photographing
the sea lions’ remarkable hunting
technique, photographer Tui De Roy
observed that it was ‘‘a co-operation of
the elite. It transpires that only a few very
large, very old bulls have fine-tuned the
tactical manoeuvres necessary to
successfully herd and drive their prey into
a premeditated natural trap. Younger sea
lions tag along in hopes that enough fish
will end up on shore, or that the dominant
bulls will be satiated before the food runs
out. While these hangers-on may be of
some help initially, confusing the fish in
deeper water, more often than not their
over-eager, dashing pursuits inshore
scatter the tuna too soon, sending them
fleeing back out to sea before entering
the trap. This became clear when the big
bulls were absent and, try as they may, the
younger sea lions could not succeed in
herding the tuna any closer than the first
shallows. Their apprenticeship appears to
be a long and difficult one.’’

[Above] These sea lion pups have a lot to
learn if they are to master the art of herding
tuna.
[Right] A sea lion bull and a young female
fight over a tuna carcass.

T

he reactions and
synchronised movements
of the old bulls demostrates
clear co-operation.

Yellow fin tuna are built for speed,
able to swim at up to 64kph, compared to the sea lions’ top speed of
40kph. The only way the sea lions can
catch their speedy prey is by working
together. The fact that such fastmoving fish as tuna can consistently
be outwitted and turned into prey by
the more intelligent, calculating sea
lions was not scientifically observed or
documented until 2017.

T

he sea lions’ tuna-herding
behaviour may be a recent
adaptation to a rapidly
changing environment.

So how did this behaviour begin? And why
has it only recently been observed? Could
it be that the Galápagos sea lion, whose
populations have been in decline for the
last 30 years - from an estimated 50,000
individuals to fewer than 15,000 today - is
resorting to new hunting methods in order
to compensate for dwindling food
supplies?
Despite their intelligence and adaptability, Galápagos sea lions are vulnerable
to changes in local fish stocks. Research
has shown that during El Niño years,
when there is a temporary warming of the
oceans and a resultant decrease in
productivity, many Galápagos sea lions die

Globally, the effect of climate change on
tuna population dynamics is poorly
understood. As well as warming oceans and
El Niño events causing their potential displacement, yellowfin tuna are under pressure
from fisheries. In recent years, increasing
catches have overfished many yellowfin
stocks. However, this does not appear to
be the case in the Galápagos, where fishing
pressures aren’t as intense as other parts of
the world.

from starvation - including 100% of the
pups, 50% of yearlings and many adults.
As the gradual effects of intensifying
global warming take hold, and ocean temperatures continue to rise, the future for
these remarkable predators - from whose
extraordinary hunting skills many other
species benefit - looks uncertain. But the
discovery of their remarkable tuna-herding
skills may be a sign that they are adapting
to their rapidly changing environment.
Tui De Roy moved to the Galápagos
when she was two years old, the
daughter of parents in search of a
pioneering lifestyle. She now travels
the world with her camera, trying to inspire
people to better look after true, wild nature.
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