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Aerial surveys of ringed seals, Phoca hispida, have been
conducted intermittently in Alaska since . In 1985, we
begar a 3-year study to evaluate historical data and to
determine the feasibility of long-term monitoring of ringed
seal distridbution and abundance through aerial surveys.
Objectives were to develop a syrvey protocol which could be
duplicated in future years; to ijagentify trends in abundzrce;
and to determing the effect: of industrial activity on
distribution and abundance. Pre-1985 surveys were condurted
by flying lines wver the fatt 1ce approximately parallel to
the shore or the edge of fast ice. In 1985-1987, surveys
were flowr according to 2 ttratified random trarsect desiagr,
with transects 7 nm apart ard extending approrimately fror
shore to the edge of the fast ice. Results from 1985-.1987
surveys produced density estimates with 95% confidence limits
equal te the mean plus or minug [0%-16%, Density estimates
from suyrveys flown at 307 ! were approsimately 1.2 timer
higher thar estimetec from 500 ft.  For long-term ctudies
this findicates thet &ititude must be corstant, or that
surveys at differert alraiiyces must be caitbrated, Peplicete
surdeyt of the cime éree, flowr 3.4 gaye apeari, within ihe
pretvcribes weather windom grd with timilar ice conditipr:
resuiver e ctatisttoz’ e sancdlar derstily estimetsr,
However, surveys of those same areas after the ice begar ¢
break wup resulted in significantly different densities,
attributable mostly 1o seals aggrecated at  cracks,
particularly within 7 nm of the fast ice edge where increases
of 25: te over 1002 pcsurred. Within € nn of land, density
incrpased only 9%, suggesting that the nezrshore zone can be
used in year-to-year comperisons when surveys are flown after
seals have already begun to aggregate. Coordirated grounc
studies of seal haul-out behavior are needed in order to help
interpret aerial survey data. Complimentary information from
2erial and ground-basec studies should provide the basis for
long-term monitoring of changes in ringed seal distribution
and abundance.
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