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HAWAIIAN MONK SEALS  
AT THE WAIKÏKÏ AQUARIUM 
 
 
Common name:  Hawaiian monk seal 
Hawaiian name: ‘ilio-holo-i-kauaua 
Scientific name:  Monachus schauinslandi 
Distribution:    Hawaiian Islands 
Size:     400-600 pounds (180-270 kg), 7-8 feet (2.1-2.4 m) long 
Diet:     reef fishes and invertebrates 
 
 
Hawaiian monk seals are both endemic and endangered 
 

 This rare seal is endemic to the Hawaiian Islands and is found nowhere else in the 
world.  Its primary natural habitat lies in the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands, the most remote 
part of the Hawaiian chain.  These mostly uninhabited islands and atolls to the northwest of 
Kaua‘i comprise Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument.  Monk are seals are also 
sighted around the main Hawaiian islands.   
  
 The Hawaiian monk seal is an endangered species, with a population estimated at about 
1,060 seals - 907 in the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands, and 153 in the main Hawaiian Islands.    
They are protected by both Federal and State laws. 
 
 Hawaiian monk seals naturally spend about a third of their time resting and sleeping on 
shore.  They are not "lazy," but conserve energy between their hunting and foraging trips.  They 
are known to feed on reef fish, octopus, and lobster, as well as other types of prey.  When they 
are hunting on the reef, they may stay underwater for more than 15 to 20 minutes, depending on 
how deep they dive and how active they are underwater.  Monk seals have been known to dive to 
about 1,650 feet (500 m), but most of their diving is probably much shallower.  Large tiger and 
Galapagos sharks are their main natural predators, and the presence of sharks may be another 
possible reason for the seals to minimize their time in the water (and maximize their time on the 
beach).  Monk seals are not social seals and do not form harems or other large groups seen in 
some seal and sea lion species.  The name monk seal may come from their solitary nature. 
 
 Females give birth for the first time at five to nine years of age.  Seal pups are usually 
born in the spring.  They nurse for 5 to 6 weeks and can quadruple their birth weight of 35 
pounds (16 kg).  After weaning, pups live off their fat while they learn to forage for themselves. 
Some research and recovery projects aim to assure pup and juvenile survival in the wild.  

 

YOU CAN HELP, TOO! 
• Report all monk seal sightings to the monk seal hotline 

(808) 220-7802, but don't approach or disturb them.  
 
• Help control marine debris; dispose of rubbish  
 carefully; reduce, reuse, recycle! 
 
• Keep your dog on a leash.  Dogs can potentially  
 transmit disease to local monk seal population. 
 

 
 

 



Telling seals from sea lions 
 The Hawaiian monk seal is a pinniped, a member of the group of marine mammals that 
includes the seals, sea lions, fur seals, and walruses.  The monk seal is a "true seal" and differs 
from seal lions (eared seals) in several significant ways: 
• True seals lack the external ear flaps seen in the sea lions.  The monk seal's ears are visible as 

small holes on the sides of their head; a narrow canal leads to the middle ear.   
• True seals do not "walk" on land because they cannot support their weight on the front flippers 

and cannot rotate their hind flippers forward.  When true seals move on land, they undulate 
their bodies instead of walking.  In contrast, sea lions can walk on land because they are able to 
rotate their flippers forward to support the hind part of the body in a walking motion.   

• Seals and sea lions also differ in the way they swim through the water.  True seals use their 
hind flippers, held together vertically (almost like a fish's tail) and moved in a side-to-side 
motion that pushes them through the water; their small front flippers are used for steering and 
maneuvering.  Sea lions, on the other hand, use their large front flippers for power, pulling 
themselves through the water, and the rear flippers act as rudders for steering. 

• Monk seals don't "bark" like sea lions.  Instead, Hawaiian monk seals have a number of 
different sounds, or vocalizations, that they produce including a deep guttural call that almost 
sounds like a belch.   

• Biologists debate whether or not true seals evolved from the same ancestral stock as sea lions 
and fur seals. 

 
Monk seals resident at the Waikïkï Aquarium 
 The two Hawaiian monk seals at the Waikïkï Aquarium are here under special permit 
from the National Marine Fisheries Service.  While resident at the Aquarium, the monk seals are 
part of a biological research program.  The research is not intrusive or harmful to the seals, but 
allows us to make observations and learn more about their biology and life history so that we can 
work to increase their numbers in the wild. 
 Both seals are male.  Their diet here at the Aquarium consists mainly of herring, smelt 
and squid supplemented with vitamins. 
 Our resident seals are probably not "lonely," but would spend much of their time alone or 
away from other monk seals.  Males may actually be very aggressive towards one another and 
towards females and pups, so even in their natural habitat, monk seals tend to spread out on 
available beaches. 
 

 

 

Makaonaona ("soft or gentle eyes")  
Called Maka for short, he was brought from French Frigate Shoals in the 
summer of l984.  He was only three weeks old and weighed only 60 pounds.  
He had been weaned early, abandoned or orphaned, and probably would not 
have survived if he had not been brought to the Aquarium and given special 
care.  Now an adult he is about 7 feet (2.2 m) long and weighs between 350 
and 390 pounds (159-177 kg).   
 
Hō‘ailona (“a sign from the sea”) 
Abandoned by his mother soon after his birth on Kaua‘i in May 2008, 
Hō‘ailona was rescued and cared for by NOAA scientists. After they released 
him about 6 months later, however, he began interacting with humans instead 
of other seals, so they once again removed him from the wild with the 
intention of relocating him to the remote island of Nihoa. During a medical 
check-up veterinarians discovered that he had developed cataracts in both 
eyes, and it was determined he couldn’t be re-released to the wild. Hō‘ailona 
was transferred to UC Santa Cruz where facilities were available for his care.  
In Fall 2011, when he was three years old and weighed 220 lbs (100 kg), he 
was brought back to Hawai‘i and is now on exhibit at the Waikiki Aquarium. 
 


