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A wild seal has been entangled in fishing line that is slowly cutting  
through its neck and it will kill the animal if nothing is done.  

It's a job for Melbourne's Marine Response Unit (MRU), which  
launches an operation from Queenscliff into Port Phillip Bay.  

It takes just five minutes for the squad of four to find the seal  
colony. 

The seals enjoy spending their days on a platform in the bay called Chinaman's Hat.  

"We know this seal is going to die a horrible, tragic death if we don't do something," said Mark 
Keenan, the MRU co-ordinator, when the animal is identified in the pack.  
"That animal is in its chief growing stage, putting on weight quickly and that encircling entanglement 
won't break.  
"Unless it is life-threatening, we don't intervene, because the threat of intervention is so high."  

That's because finding a hurt animal is the easiest part of this mid-ocean operation.  

The squad now needs to safely sedate the animal from afar, move the boat to the platform, disperse 
the colony and then get the team up close to examine the animal.  
Then depending on the injury, they may have to take it back to Melbourne Zoo for surgery, or act 
immediately.  
This time they find the fishing line has cut past the fur and fat of the 30-kilogram animal and pink 
bloody skin is exposed.  

Sarah Frith is a veterinarian at Melbourne Zoo and checks to see how well the animal is sedated.  
"Let's pop him on his back," she said. 
"Oh dear, that's shocking isn't it."  

STARTLING SPIKE IN CALL-OUTS 

Zoos Victoria's Marine Response Unit has had more than 472 callouts to help wildlife in the 2018-19 
financial year so far — that's a 34.5 per increase on the previous year.  

Sometimes the team needs to set up a protection zone around the animal or they monitor it from a 
distance.  
"We'd love to be able to leave wildlife where it is, if everything is fine," said Dr Frith.  
"It is always what we want to do. To not play a part."  

But intervention rates are growing too.  

Of the 472 jobs, 237 needed intervention, which is a 43 per cent rise.  

Photo: The seal could die a horrible death if 
rescuers do not intervene. (ABC News: 
Iskhandar Razak)  
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According to Dr Frith, it is clear that human trash, like fishing line, hooks and general garbage, is 
hurting wild animals.  
"Single use plastics, bottles, really anything. We are seeing problems with all kinds of materials in the 
wild," she told the ABC.  

OPERATION ENTANGLEMENT 

Back on the platform the seal colony tries to get back up onto the structure and needs to be kept 
away for their safety and the safety of the medical team, while the examination takes place.  

The seals are wild, dangerous and stink of fish, but also curious with large brown eyes that stare at 
people with curiosity.  

"They are a bit like dogs of the sea," Mr Keenan said.  

Luckily the wounds of the sedated animal are not as bad as first feared, and surgery back at the zoo 
is not needed.  
The fishing line is cut and removed quickly, and the wound cleaned.  
The team then runs a quick medical check and determines it will make a full recovery.  
It is injected with a drug to reverse the sedation.  
The young seal starts moving, slowly, and the Marine Response Unit gets back on the boat.  
After a few minutes the colony is back to where it was, and the seal is groggy, but active.  

"I reckon we are good," Mr Keenan shouts to the driver.  
"Let's go," Dr Frith responds with a smile.  

 

Seals, turtles, dolphins, penguins and all kinds of birds 
are common patients.  
It is unclear what has caused the spike.  
The record warm summer and autumn and Victoria's 
growing population are possible factors.  

More people are seeing and reporting animals in 
distress, Mr Keenan said.  
"The more that our population expands, there is 
pressure we put on these animals," he said. 
"But the more time we spend on our beaches and 
exploring our coastline the more likely we are going to 
come across animals in distress."  

 

Photo: Dr Frith prefers not to intervene 
unless absolutely necessary. (ABC News: 
Iskhandar Razak)  
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