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2007 Atlantic Sealing Regulatory Review 
Comments from IFAW – International Fund for Animal Welfare 

 
 
In response to DFO’s request for input on the 2007 Atlantic Sealing Regulatory Review, 
and following our meeting of 5 February 2007, IFAW is pleased to submit the following 
comments. IFAW remains opposed Canada’s commercial seal hunt and our comments 
should not be interpreted as indicating otherwise. 
 

 
1. Establish a requirement that a person who transports seals or seal parts 

through an area closed to fishing for seals obtains written authorization 
from the Department prior to departure. 

 
While this sounds reasonable at first glance, it is not clear how a sealing vessel will 
obtain “written authorization” prior to departure from the sealing grounds, especially in 
inclement weather.  If the written authorization is obtained before leaving harbour, there 
is still nothing to prevent sealing in the closed area.  In order for this to be meaningful, 
the number of pelts, and areas being transported from, and to, needs to be specified. 
 
 

2. Replace the requirement that a blinking reflex test be done once the seal 
has been struck with a club or hakapik with a requirement to palpate the 
skull of the seal to ensure that it is crushed. 

 
As noted in the Background to Item 3 following, “current regulations require that a seal is 
dead [but see our response to item 4] (by manually checking the skull or administering a 
blinking reflex test) before proceeding to strike another seal.” So, it is not a question of 
replacing the requirement that a blink reflex test be done, but rather eliminating one of 
the two existing requirements.   
 
As long as seals continue to be killed in Canada’s commercial seal hunt, IFAW agrees 
with the proposal to include skull palpations as part of a three-step process of stunning, 
checking, and bleeding, as recommended by WWF’s Independent Veterinary Working 
Group (IVWG 2005).  However, this alone is insufficient to ensure a humane hunt.   All 
evidence suggests that non-compliance with the current regulation (requiring either skull 
palpation or blink reflex test) is high.  Daoust et al. (2002) noted that in 87% of the cases 
examined, sealers “failed to palpate the skull or check the corneal reflex before 
proceeding to hook or bleed the seal or go to another seal. Burdon et al. (2001) reported 
a figure of 79%. Without compliance and enforcement the three-step process (whether it 
involves skull palpation or a blinking reflex test)  will do nothing to reduce the cruelty 
involved in this hunt.  
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There must be an additional requirement that the three-step process of stunning, 
checking, and bleeding out be completed prior to striking or shooting another animal. 
 
 

3. Include a requirement that after palpating the skull of the seal, the sealer 
bleed the animal as soon as possible prior to hooking or skinning the 
animal [and prior to striking or shooting another animal]. 

 
Again, as long as seals continue to be killed in Canada’s commercial seal hunt, IFAW 
agrees with the intent of this proposal and the requirement of the three-step process. 
However, animals must also be bled BEFORE another animal is clubbed or shot.  
 
It is of critical importance that the bleeding requirement be fulfilled before stunning 
another animal, either with hakapik or rifle. Thus this proposal should read “immediately, 
prior to hooking or skinning the animal, or striking or shooting another animal.”   
 
We are concerned that “as soon as possible” is open to misuse or interpretation. The 
WWF’s IVWG noted that the Canadian harp seal hunt “should be judged with reference 
to accepted practices for euthanasia”. Accepted practices for euthanasia (AVMA 2001) 
require that stunning be followed immediately by exsanguination. 
 
If the goal of the DFO is to improve humaneness of this hunt, there is no reason why the 
requirement to ensure loss of consciousness or death before stunning another animal 
should apply to seals that are struck with a hakapik or club, but not to animals that are 
shot.  
 
We also reiterate that implementing a three-step process will not ensure a humane hunt 
without improved compliance and enforcement.  
 
 

4. Replace the requirement in the regulations for death to occur before 
bleeding with a requirement for unconsciousness before bleeding. 

 
The requirement should be for “terminal or irreversible unconsciousness” before 
bleeding.  
 
As the IVWG notes, “failure to correctly carry out any one of the three steps, or undue 
delay in completing the second or third steps, can result in a situation in which a seal 
may not be killed in a humane manner.”  
 

 
5. Change the current prohibition on hunting blueback seals to allow for a 

hunt of weaned bluebacks. 
 
IFAW commented on this proposal in 1998, 1999 and 2002. Our opinion on this proposal 
has not changed.  IFAW remains categorically opposed to the re-opening of a hunt for 
blueback hooded seals (Cystophora cristata). Our most recent comment below (from 
2002, slightly amended), describes our current position. 

 
The best arguments against the resumed hunting of bluebacks have been provided by the 
government’s own lawyers during nearly six years of hearings in the Ford Ward case in 
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the Supreme Court of Newfoundland, the Newfoundland Court of Appeal, and the 
Supreme Court of Canada. 
 
As the federal government itself argued in its submission to the Supreme Court of 
Canada: 

 
… the continued killing of the [whitecoats and bluebacks] would result in 
international boycotts, destroying markets for Canadian seal products (which in 
fact happened), as well as threatening markets for Canadian fish products 
generally.  This fishing activity represented a tangible threat, not only to the 
viability of seals as an economic resource, but also to the economic viability of 
Canadian fisheries as a whole.  As a result, the Malouf Commission [Royal 
Commission on Seals and Sealing] recommended that the commercial hunt of 
whitecoats and bluebacks should not be permitted.  Section 27 of the Marine 
Mammal Regulations was a direct response to this recommendation. 

 
During the Ford Ward case, the federal government argued that the killing of bluebacks 
is viewed with “abhorrence” by Canadians and the international community.  The 
prohibition of hunting for whitecoats and bluebacks has been the very foundation of the 
federal government’s public attempts to defend this hunt over the past fifteen years.   
 
After eloquently defending the ban on commercial killing of bluebacks through three 
levels of the Court system, the re-institution of this hunt would demonstrate a stunning 
contempt for the Canadian public and the legal system. 
 
In addition to undermining the federal government’s own defenses of the hunt, a 
resumption of hunting for bluebacks once “they were weaned” would be impossible to 
institute on an operational level.  The extended pupping season of hooded seals (four 
weeks or more) and the year-to-year variation in pupping times, means that “close times” 
will not guarantee protection for bluebacks, including nursing pups.  Given the 
impossibility of distinguishing between weaned and nursing pup pelts, the enforcement of 
“close times” would be meaningless. 

 
As noted by the ICES Working Group on Harp and Hooded Seals (2006), timing of 
birthing of Northwest Atlantic hooded seals varies considerably among years and 
between patches within a single year. Variation in ice conditions as a result of global 
warming are likely to further exacerbate this variability, making it highly unlikely that 
whelping dates can be predicted reliably. 
 
We emphasize that even with closure dates, there is no way of ensuring pelts come 
from weaned pups rather than nursing ones.  Hooded seals are nursing at the same 
time, and in the same areas, as weaned harp seal pups (Pagophilus groenlandicus) 
that are being hunted.  Thus a sealers working in a patch of harp beaters, and 
encountering a nursing blueback, could simply kill that pup, and store the pelt on 
board for a few days until the blueback season opened. There is absolutely no way 
to determine if that blueback pelt came from a nursing or weaned pup.  Any plan to 
regulate a hooded seal hunt through closure dates would require the hunt for harp 
seals to also be closed at the same time, in order to prevent non-compliance. 
 
We also note that reopening a hunt for bluebacks flies in the face of Canadian public 
opinion, the majority of which are opposed to the killing of baby seals under any 
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circumstances and support the protection of seals under one year of age.  The 
protection currently offered to blueback hooded seals should be extended to provide 
protection to harp seal pups during their first year of life. 
 
Finally, we note that the current TAC of 10,000 hooded seals is higher than the DFO 
scientist’s recommended TAC of 8,200. 
 

 
6. Make a training program a prerequisite for all new sealing licences and 

encourage the professionalization of commercial sealers. 
 
If the seal hunt is to continue, we agree that it could certainly use some 
professionalization. However, it must be pointed out that professionalization will not 
encourage self-regulation. As well, if a mandatory training program is to be used as a 
“means to inform sealers of any new regulations or hunting methods”, the training must 
be conducted annually.  Such training should include a discussion of the rights of 
legitimate seal hunt observers in possession of a permit from DFO. 

 
 

7. Increase the minimum observer distance set out in the seal fishery 
observation licence from 10 metres to 20 metres. 

 
Since this issue has been a matter of litigation in the past, we asked our lawyer to 
prepare a legal opinion on IFAW’s behalf. His response is attached in Appendix I.   
 
The workbook gives no justification for the proposed increase.  
 
Increasing the observation distance to 20m will, in practice, simply impede our ability to 
observe the hunt. The ice surface is not flat. Even at 10m, ridges of rafted ice may 
interfere with our ability to observe the hunt.  We also note that increasing the distance 
for observers will in no way increase the level of safety on the ice, a justification which 
has been reported in the media.   
 
IFAW reserves the right to challenge in court any increase in the minimum observer 
distance as an unnecessary attempt to impede our right to observe the hunt. 
 
 

8. Include a condition of licence which prohibits the possession of 
ammunition on board a vessel that is not consistent with the standards set 
out in the Marine Mammal Regulations. 

 
We support this proposal. 

 
 
9. Amend the hail-in time from 6:00 am the following morning to midnight. 

 
Obviously something needs to be done by DFO to improve regulation of Canada’s 
commercial seal hunt, given the quota overruns in the past 4 out of 5 years. In this 
context, the proposal sounds like a logical first step. 
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Notes 
 
We note the glaring omission of several of the IVWG recommendations, in particular, the 
recommendation to prohibit the shooting of seals in the water.  
 
We support other of the IVWG recommendations, particularly the need for sealers to 
work in collaboration with observers, the need for DFO to improve supervision, 
monitoring, compliance, and enforcement, the need for continued observation, and the 
need to reduce the competitive nature of this hunt. 
 
If steps are taken to increase the number of trained observers (including animal welfare 
experts and veterinarians), we recommend that such experts come not only from the 
government or the fur industry, but also from the animal welfare community (including 
IFAW) as was common practice during the 1960s and 1970s.  
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