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Summary 

 
In this paper, I explain why sealing – in particular, Canada’s commercial seal hunt – is an important and 
pressing conservation issue.  Conservation is concerned with both the “use” and “preservation” of the 
natural world. Being the largest remaining hunt for any marine mammal population is sufficient to qualify 
Canada’s commercial seal hunt as an important conservation issue today.  
 
Conservation questions that continue to be discussed and debated include whether the number of harp seals 
(Pagophilus groenlandicus) currently being killed for commercial purposes is biologically sustainable, and 
whether the hunt produces any necessary products for modern society or significant economic benefits for 
sealers. Other conservation issues include whether the hunt is adequately monitored and regulated, whether 
it is necessary or useful in helping overfished and depleted fish stocks to recover, and whether the Canadian 
government’s approach to management is sufficiently precautionary in the face of scientific and 
environmental uncertainty.  
 
The answers to these questions are that the level of hunting has not been biologically sustainable for several 
years, that the hunt does not produce essential products, has little economic value, and is incredibly 
wasteful. It is also evident that Canada’s commercial seal hunt, like most seal hunts, is not well monitored 
or adequately regulated. There is no scientific evidence that killing seals will benefit commercial fisheries 
or help fish stock recover. And, scientific studies have demonstrated that the Canadian government does 
not take a precautionary approach to the management of its commercial seal hunt. 
 
Today, global warming is the most important conservation issue that needs to be addressed.  In recent 
years, global warming has resulted in reduced ice cover during the harp seal’s breeding season, leading to 
documented increases in pup mortality that will have population consequences in the years to come.  The 
increased environmental uncertainty associated with global warming, together with scientific uncertainty in 
available biological data, demands a precautionary approach to management of Canada’s commercial seal 
hunt. Among the precautionary actions governments can take to combat the effects of global warming on 
affected species are measures to reduce non-climate related threats, such as over-exploitation.  
 
Canada, however, has never taken a precautionary approach to the management of its commercial seal 
hunt. Under a precautionary approach, measures would be implemented immediately to reduce the 
exploitation of Northwest Atlantic harp seals, especially in the face of global warming. The implementation 
of trade bans by the European Union and other jurisdictions to reduce available markets would remove a 
major incentive to over-exploit seals in Canada and elsewhere.  

                                                 
1 Dr David Lavigne has studied harp seals for more than 30 years. A former zoology professor, he is 
currently science advisor to IFAW – the International Fund for Animal Welfare (www.ifaw.org). He can be 
reached at: dlavigne@ifaw.org.  
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Introduction 
 
The term conservation typically embodies two concepts: preservation and use.  A 
definition of “conservation”, suitable as a starting point for the present discussion, might 
read: 

 
The protection (preservation) and careful use of wild animals and plants (usually 
termed “wildlife” or “natural resources”) and the environments in which they live. 
 

A more encompassing definition might be: 
 

The restoration, protection and prudent use (including the prevention of waste2) of 
natural resources to provide the greatest aesthetic, social, ecosystem and economic 
benefits for present and future generations.3 

 
Commercial sealing involves the use of wild animal populations in natural habitats. 
When attempting to manage the exploitation of animal populations,4 one of the goals is to 
ensure that any such use is biologically sustainable, meaning that populations, including 
abundant populations, are preserved and not depleted. Conservation is about managing 
the impacts of human activities on the welfare of individual animals, populations and 
ecosystems. Conservation is also about values.5  The question today is not whether 
sealing is a conservation issue, but whether sealing is a conservation issue worthy of 
consideration and concern by individuals, non-governmental and governmental 
organizations, and by governments. The answer to that question is, most assuredly, yes.  
 
Canada’s commercial seal hunt is the largest remaining commercial hunt of a marine 
mammal population anywhere in the world. That fact alone makes it an important 
conservation issue worthy of serious scientific and public debate, despite what others 
have written or said.6 Below, I outline a number of additional conservation issues that are 
                                                 
2 The prevention of waste was one of the founding principles of 20th century conservation. See Pinchot, G. 
1910.  The Fight for Conservation. Doubleday, Page & Company.  New York, NY. 
3 This definition is somewhat broader, but consistent with the definition found in the European Union’s 
Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC), where “conservation means a series of measures required to maintain or 
restore the natural habitats and the populations of species of wild fauna and flora at a favourable status …” 
4 Note here that we manage human activities, e.g. the killing of animals in hunts or culls, including the 
numbers of animals targeted and the methods by which they are killed. We do not and cannot manage wild 
populations, or the ecosystems in which they live. For further discussion, see several papers in Lavigne, 
D.M. (ed.). 2006. Gaining Ground: In Pursuit of Ecological Sustainability. International Fund for Animal 
Welfare, Guelph, Canada, and University of Limerick, Limerick, Ireland. 425 pp. 
5 For a dicussion of modern conservation principles, see Lavigne, D.M., R. Kidman Cox, V. Menon, and 
M. Wamithi. 2006. Reinventing Wildlife Conservation for the 21st Century. pp. 397-406. In D.M. Lavigne 
(ed.). Gaining Ground: In Pursuit of Ecological Sustainability. International Fund for Animal Welfare, 
Guelph, Canada, and University of Limerick, Limerick, Ireland.  
6 e.g. Winter, J. 2006. Testimony to SCOFO on behalf of Fur Institute of Canada; WWF. 2006. Harp seal 
hunt in the Northwest Atlantic Ecoregion. WWF Position Statement. February 2006. 1 p. Consistently, Dr 
Robert Rangeley of WWF Canada has been quoted as saying with respect to 2004 seal hunt, “…right now 
there is no conservation issue” (see Mason, P. 2004. Sealskin fashion to boost Canada’s fur trade. BBC 
News, Tuesday 11 May 2004. Available at http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/368219.stm. Accessed 8 
December 2006. 
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being discussed and debated, especially in Europe, where a number of countries and the 
European Union continue to consider implementing bans on the trade in seal products.  
 
 
1. Canada’s commercial seal hunt is not biologically sustainable 
 
Since 2000,7 the Canadian government has set the Total Allowable Catch (TAC) for 
Canada’s commercial seal hunt at levels that – according to its own scientists – will cause 
the population to decline. Consider the past two years:  
 
Prior to the 2006 seal hunt, Canadian government scientists estimated that the Northwest 
Atlantic harp seal population numbered about 5.8 million seals in 2005.8 That estimate 
had confidence limits of plus or minus 2.0 million animals, meaning that the scientists 
believed that the population could have been as low as 3.8 million or as high as 7.8 
million animals. Such scientific uncertainty must be taken into account when developing 
conservation-based management plans for any exploited species. In the case of Canada’s 
commercial seal hunt, the approach used is likely to go badly wrong if some of the 
assumptions made by the scientists turn out not to be correct (see discussion of the 
precautionary approach in item 6, below). 
 
At the time, Canadian government scientists indicated that the “sustainable yield”9 that 
could be removed from this population was about 250,000.10 In this case, however, the 
scientists failed to provide a measure of the uncertainty associated with the estimate. 
Nonetheless, if the population were actually lower than 5.8 million animals (and there is a 
50% chance that it would have been), then the estimated sustainable yield would have 
been considerably lower as well.  
 
Scientific uncertainty notwithstanding, the Canadian government set the 2006 TAC for 
harp seals at 335,000,11 far above the estimated sustainable yield. Such a high TAC 
would have been expected to cause the population to decline. In this sense, the 2006 TAC 
was not biologically sustainable. 
 
Prior to setting the TAC for the 2007 seal hunt, Canadian government scientists re-ran 
their management model to take into account the recent unsustainable catches but without 
any new information on the number of harp seals living in the Northwest Atlantic or their 
reproductive success. This time, they estimated the “replacement yield” for the 

                                                 
7 Johnston, D.W., P. Meisenheimer, and D.M. Lavigne. 2000. An evalutation of management objectives for 
Canada’s commercial harp seal hunt, 1996-1998. Also see  Lavigne, D.M. 1999. Harp seals and Atlantic 
cod. Notes for a presentation to the Standing Committee on Fisheries and Oceans, 13 April 1999. House of 
Commons, Ottawa. 
8 Hammill, M.O. and G. Stenson. 2005. Abundance of Northwest Atlantic harp seals (1960-2005). Fisheries 
and Oceans Canada. Canadian Science Advisory Secretariat. Research Document 2005/090. 
9 Sustainable yield was defined as a constant harvest that will result in the total population in year +10 to be 
the same as in year + 20. Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Fisheries and Oceans Canada. 2006. Hearn Announces Multi-Year Seal Management Plan. News 
Release. 15 March 2006. Available at: http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/media/newsrel/2006/hq-ac05_e.htm. 
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population – the number of harp seals that could be removed without causing the 
population to decline from one year to the next – to be 165,000 animals. According to 
their model, any kill level higher than this should cause the population to decline.  
 
Consistent with recent practice, the Canadian government set the TAC at 270,000, more 
than 100,000 animals higher than the population could sustain, according to their own 
uncertain estimates.12 
 
Based on the available evidence, Canadian government scientists have noted that the 
TAC will have to be reduced significantly in the near future in order to prevent further 
depletion of the population.13 They have also suggested that it would be precautionary to 
consider the northern Gulf harp seals as a separate management unit14 because of 
concerns that the Northwest Atlantic harp seal cannot be treated as one single population. 
 
Clearly, Canada’s current management approach is to overexploit now, and worry about 
the required catch reductions at some later date. This is the same approach taken by the 
Canadian fisheries ministers who oversaw the collapse of Atlantic cod (Gadus morhua) 
stocks in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The problem is that in the field of conservation, 
“later” is usually “too late.” 
 
 
2. Canada’s commercial seal hunt is unnecessary  
 
Usually, when humans exploit nature and natural resources under the umbrella of 
“conservation”, it is to obtain useful and necessary products, or to generate employment 
and promote economic growth. Canada’s commercial seal hunt does neither. 
 
According to Canada’s Department of Fisheries and Oceans (DFO), more than 95% of 
the value of Canada’s commercial seal hunt is in the pelts, 98% or more come from harp 
seal pups aged two weeks to three months.15 The pelts are made into coats and other 
unnecessary luxury garments and footwear, and into novelty items such as wallets, 
purses, key chains, and seal ornaments, which are also unnecessary.  
 
Fink (2007) provides a detailed overview of the economic importance of Canada’s 
commercial seal hunt.16 All in all, sealing has minimal economic value, accounting for 
                                                 
12 On 10 March 2008, Canada’s fisheries minister announced that the TAC for 2008 has been increased to 
275,000 harp seals.  According to the minister, “Canada’s seal hunt is …sustainable.”  According to 
Canadian government scientists, this level of kill will ensure that the population continues to decline.  
13 Hammill, M.O. and G.B. Stenson. 2007. Conservation and Management of Atlantic Seals 
Fall/Winter 2006 – 07. DFO Consultation Meetings. January 2007.  
14 Simon P. 2005.  Proceedings of the meeting on scientific advice for the Atlantic seal management plan. 
7-8 September 2005. Canadian Science Advisory Secretariat, Proceedings Series 2005/017. 
15 Fisheries and Oceans Canada. 2006. Landings and Landed Value by Species. Newfoundland Region. 
Available at http://www.nfl.dfo-mpo.gc.ca. Accessed March 11, 2007; Fisheries and Oceans Canada. 2007. 
Landings and Landed Value by Species. Newfoundland Region. Available at http://www.nfl.dfo-
mpo.gc.ca/publications/reports_rapports/Land_All_2007.htm. Accessed 25 February 2008. 
16 Fink, S. 2007. An overview of the Economic Importance of Canada’s Commercial Seal Hunt. IFAW 
Technical Report 2007-3. 20 pp. 
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less than one-half of one-percent of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of the province of 
Newfoundland and Labrador. 
 
No one makes a living from Canada’s commercial seal hunt. At best, the hunt provides 
employment to a few individuals for a few days each spring. In some areas the hunt is 
over in as little as two days. The Canadian government now claims that sealing provides 
some income for about 5,000 individuals in eastern Canada.17 Even in 2006 – an 
anomalous year when exceptionally high prices were paid for pelts – the vast majority of 
sealing communities in Newfoundland reported that less than 5% of their employment 
income came from sealing.18  
 
The desire to earn a few dollars for less than a week’s work does not justify the cruelty 
and waste associated with Canada’s commercial seal hunt. If the Canadian government 
were to end this hunt, the economic impact would be minimal and the sealers would be 
compensated for lost income, as is routinely done in Canada when fisheries are closed.  
 
Incidentally, a recent public opinion poll determined that 78% of Canadians would not be 
upset if Canada’s commercial seal hunt were ended. Only 5% indicated they would be 
“very upset”.19 
 
Further evidence that commercial sealing makes no economic sense in today’s world 
comes from Norway. In 2007, Norway (traditionally the largest buyer of Canadian seal 
pelts) announced that it would subsidize its harp seal hunt on the West Ice near Jan 
Mayen in the amount of 13.5 million Norwegian Kroner (NOK) (about $2.6 million 
Canadian dollars), to be divided amongst 5 sealing vessels. The previous year (2006) 
media reports20 indicated that the Norwegian government put 2.5 million NOK in direct 
subsidies into their hunt, and then proceeded to subsidize the burning of seal pelts that 
could not be sold with another 2 million NOK. Such subsidized waste is not only 
ethically questionable, it violates a founding principle of modern conservation that waste 
is intolerable.21 
  
 

                                                 
17 DFO. Seals and Sealing in Canada. Facts about seals – 2006. Available at http://www.dfompo. 
gc.ca/seal-phoque/reports-rapports/facts-faits/facts-faits20062010_e.htm. 
18 Data obtained from: Newfoundland and Labrador Statistics Agency, Department of Finance. 2006. Seal 
landings by port as a percentage of total employment income, 2006.  
19 Focus Canada. 2007. Canadian Public Opinion on the Seal Hunt 2007. Commissioned Research  
conducted for the International Fund for Animal Welfare. 5-30 June 2007. Environics Research Group. 
Ottawa, Canada. 
20 In my own personal experience, attempts to verify these media reports with Norwegian authorities have 
been met with embarrassed silence. 
21 Pinchot 1910; also see Geist, V. 2006. The North American Model of Wildlife Conservation: A means of 
creating wealth and protecting public health while generating biodiversity. pp. 285-293. In D.M. Lavigne 
(ed.). Gaining Ground: In Pursuit of Ecological Sustainability. International Fund for Animal Welfare, 
Guelph, Canada, and University of Limerick, Limerick, Ireland.  
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3. Canada’s commercial seal hunt is wasteful 
 
Canada’s commercial seal hunt is also incredibly wasteful. While the Canadian 
government claims it strives for “full utilization”, the reality could be nothing further 
from the truth. Markets for meat are very small, and the vast majority of seal carcasses 
are left on the ice. In spite of massive subsidies to develop products from seal oil, a recent 
report from Memorial University in Newfoundland noted that 80% of the blubber 
(approximately eight million kilograms) is  currently discarded.22 Besides Canada and 
Norway’s commercial seal hunts, it is difficult to think of any other hunt where such 
wastefulness would be tolerated.  
  
 
4. The seal hunt is not adequately monitored and regulated 
 
Good conservation practice requires that commercial hunts are monitored and regulated 
to ensure that hunters comply with regulations established to achieve conservation 
objectives. Canada’s commercial seal hunt does not meet this standard and is neither 
adequately monitored or nor well regulated.  
 
In four of the five years between 2002 and 2006, Canada’s reported catch exceeded the 
TAC established by the government with no repercussions for the sealing industry.  
 
In 2006, Canadian fisheries minister, Loyola Hearn, claimed that the Gulf hunt was “the 
best regulated ever”. That year, the Gulf quota was exceeded by almost 20,000 animals. 
One region killed over 350% of its allotted quota. Such quota over-runs would not be 
tolerated in a “well managed” hunt.23  
 
Another area where the lack of enforcement and compliance with Canada’s Marine 
Mammal Regulations are particularly obvious relates to the animal welfare aspects of 
Canada’s commercial seal hunt.24 Not only do Canada’s current Marine Mammal 
Regulations fail to satisfy modern animal welfare standards,25 the Canadian DFO seems 
incapable of enforcing the existing – yet inadequate – regulations, and there is an 
amazing lack of compliance on the part of sealers and the sealing industry.   
 
 

                                                 
22 Anon. 2006. New Atlantic fishery by-products research centre to open. OCEANinsight. Department of 
Economic Development, Tourism & Culture, St. John’s, NF. Fall 2006.  Available at: 
http://www.stjohns.ca/business/pdfs/OceanInsight-Fall2006.pdf. 
23 The term “a well managed hunt” comes from Dr Robert Rangeley, WWF-Canada, (see Mason, P. 2004. 
Sealskin fashion to boost Canada’s fur trade. BBC News, Tuesday 11 May 2004. Available at 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/368219.stm. Accessed 8 December 2006). 
24 See recent reviews of veterinary reports in EFSA. 2007. Scientific Opinion of the Panel on Animal 
Health and Welfare on a request from the Commission on the Animal Welfare Aspects of the killing and 
skinning of seals. The EFSA Journal (2007) 610: 1-123. 
25 Ibid.  
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5. Canada’s commercial seal hunt will not benefit fisheries or help fish 
stocks recover 
 
Another justification for Canada’s commercial seal hunt is that it is necessary to 
“manage” seals in order to protect valuable (and depleted) commercial fish stocks.26 In 
the absence of any scientific evidence that culling harp seals will benefit commercial 
fisheries in Atlantic Canada,27 the political debate about culling seals to benefit fisheries 
continues. 
 
When the Atlantic cod stocks collapsed in the early 1990s, it was popular to blame seals 
for “eating all the fish.” Today, scientists – and even most fishermen – agree that seals 
did not cause the collapse of cod stocks. Quite simply, the cause was overfishing and 
failures in fisheries management. 
 
Harp seals eat a wide variety of fish and marine invertebrates, most of which have no 
commercial value. There is no scientific evidence that culling harp seals will benefit any 
fish stock or commercial fishery, and culling harp seals will almost certainly not produce 
any detectable recovery of cod stocks. Interactions between competitors, predators, and 
prey in the Northwest Atlantic ecosystem are sufficiently complex that a reduction in the 
size of the harp seal population might actually be detrimental to the recovery of depleted 
cod stocks.28 
 
A recent scientific paper modeled feeding relationships in the northern Gulf of St. 
Lawrence.29 The authors, including two Canadian government scientists, found that 
predation on cod by harp seals accounted for a mere 1% of large cod mortality. Fishing, 
on the other hand, accounted for 46% of large cod mortality. The most significant 
predator of small cod was large cod and other large fish (65%) – not seals. 
 
The paper concluded that seals play an important role in maintaining the structure of the 
ecosystem, and that from an ecosystem perspective marine mammals had a beneficial 
effect greater than their predation, pointing to an overall positive impact of seals on 
marine ecosystems. 
 

                                                 
26 A recent and on-going example involves Canada’s grey seal hunt, which has a Total Allowable Catch of 
10,000 for 2007. In Nova Scotia, the hunt is essentially a cull designed to “protect fish species” (see Nova 
Scotia Fisheries and Aquaculture. 2008. Limited grey seal harvest on Hay Island. 8 February 2008. 
Available at: http://www.gov.ns.ca/news/details.asp?id=20080208006. Also see The Canadian Press. 2008. 
N.S. gives permission for limited grey seal cull to protect fish species. 8 Feb. 2008. Available at: 
http://canadianpress.google.com/article/ALeqM5gZwoIDVQ-mH-mQQAXr5rM26QRxuA. Accessed 25 
February, 2008. 
27 Lavigne, D. 2003. Marine mammals and fisheries: the role of science in the culling debate.  pp 31-46. In 
N. Gales, M. Hindell and R. Kirkwood (eds.).  Marine Mammals: Fisheries, tourism and management 
issues.  CSIRO Publishing, Collingwood, Victoria, Australia . 458 pp. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Morissette, L, M.O. Hammill and C. Savenkoff. 2006. The trophic role of marine mammals in the 
Northern Gulf of St. Lawrence. Marine Mammal Science 22(1): 74-103. 
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Grey seals (Halichoerus grypus), which have recently been added to the list of species for 
which Canada establishes an annual TAC, are currently the target of a cull sanctioned 
both by the federal government and Nova Scotia’s provincial government. The cull is 
said to be necessary to protect fisheries in the area. There has been no scientific 
evaluation of a proposal to cull the seals as recommended by the United Nations 
Environment Programme.30  In the absence of such an assessment, there is no scientific 
reason to believe that culling a few thousand grey seal pups in a one-off cull will benefit 
the local fisheries in any way. Part of the cull is occurring on Hay Island, in a 
provincially protected wilderness area.31 And the animals are being killed with clubs, 
raising serious animal welfare concerns; grey seal pups are larger and have thicker skulls 
than the whitecoated harp seal pups and blueback hooded seal (Cystophora cristata) pups 
the clubs were designed to kill. In short, this cull is politically motivated and no 
conservation benefits for fish stocks or fisheries can be anticipated.  
 
 
6. Canada’s management approach is not precautionary 
 
The Canadian government’s approach to managing its annual seal hunt does not deal 
adequately with existing scientific and environmental uncertainty. As a consequence, it 
does not satisfy modern conservation standards of precaution, despite claims to the 
contrary.32 In particular, little consideration has been given to what might happen if 
circumstances change or some of the assumptions made by the government’s scientists 
are not correct.  Even those same scientists acknowledge the need for further simulation 
studies.33 
 
A recent scientific study specifically examined the Canadian government’s approach for 
determining population status and trends for Northwest Atlantic harp seals, and for 
providing advice on TACs. 34 It found that Canada’s management approach is likely to 
maintain a high TAC, despite a declining population, that evidence that the TAC should 
be lowered is unlikely to be detected until the seal population has been reduced to a very 
low level, and that the risk of seriously depleting the harp seal population by as much as 
50 to 70 per cent over the following 15 years is “alarmingly high”. Further, the paper 

                                                 
30 United Nations Environment Programme. 1999. Protocol for the scientific evaluation of proposals to cull 
marine mammals. Report of the Scientific Advisory Committee of the Marine Mammals Action Plan. 
UNEP, Nairobi, Kenya.  
31 The Canadian Press. 2008. N.S. gives permission for limited grey seal cull to protect fish species. 8 Feb. 
Available at: http://canadianpress.google.com/article/ALeqM5gZwoIDVQ-mH-mQQAXr5rM26QRxuA. 
Accessed 18 February 2008. 
32 e.g. see Hammill, M.O. and G.B. Stenson. 2007. Application of the precautionary approach and 
conservation reference points to management of Atlantic seals. ICES Journal of Marine Science, 64. 5 pp. 
33 Hammill and Stenson. 2007. Application of the precautionary approach and conservation 
reference points to management of Atlantic seals. ICES J. Mar. Sci. doi:10.1093/icesjms/fsm037. 
34 Leaper, R. and J. Matthews. 2006. An investigation into the effects of uncertainty on Canadian harp seal 
management. International Fund for Animal Welfare Technical Report 2006/01. 23 pp. Available at: 
http://www.ifaw.org/ifaw/dimages/custom/2_Publications/Seals/uncertaintyharpsealmanag_feb06.pdf .  A 
revised version of this paper has been submitted for primary publication. 
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noted that when the TAC is finally reduced, the required change in catch limits will be 
drastic, difficult to implement, and politically unpopular.  
 
The study recommended that, as a first step towards precautionary management, Canada 
reduce the current TAC for harp seals to levels calculated from a well established 
precautionary procedure, such as the Potential Biological Removal (PBR) method 
mandated for use with marine mammals under U.S. law.35 Such a step would drastically 
reduce Canada’s TAC for harp seals. It would also dramatically reduce the likelihood that 
the population will be depleted by overhunting, and provide some measure of resilience 
for harp seals in the face of global warming (see item 7 below).  
 
There are other deficiencies in Canada’s current management approach. Although one 
frequently hears about “Canada’s seal hunt management plan”, no such plan has existed 
for the past three years. The last published management plan covered the period, 2003-
2005.36 A new management plan, announced in 2006,37 has yet to materialize.38 Killing 
hundreds of thousands of seals annually in the absence of a management plan with clear 
and quantifiable objectives is again contrary to modern conservation practice.  
 
In the absence of a management plan, Canada’s minister of fisheries nonetheless 
announced that, beginning in 2007, any quota overruns would be penalized by a quota 
reduction in the following year. However, this approach only makes sense if the 
following year’s TAC and regional quotas have been announced in advance, which is not 
the case. Without knowing what the TAC would have been, a quota reduction penalty 
will not be apparent? Consequently, this provision amounts to nothing more than a 
convenient excuse that will be used to justify future quotas based on political whims. 
Worse still, this approach actually encourages sealers to ignore the quota and kill as many 
seals as possible in the current year, since they do not know what their quota will be in 
the following year. 
 
Based on surveys in 2004, the Canadian government’s most recent predictions are that 
the harp seal population was 5.5 million animals in 2007, down from 5.8 million in 
2005.39 It is not surprising that harp seal numbers are predicted to be dropping. Landed 
catches have been high in every year but one since 1996.40 As noted earlier, the Canadian 
government continues to set the allowable catch well above its estimate of a sustainable 

                                                 
35 As noted above, even Canadian government scientists have recently indicated that it will be necessary to 
reduce the TAC in order to achieve the government’s stated objective of a long-term sustainable hunt. 
36 Department of Fisheries and Oceans. 2003. Atlantic Seal Hunt Management Plan. Government of 
Canada, Ottawa, Canada. 
37Fisheries and Oceans Canada. 2006. Hearn announces multi-year seal management plan. News Release. 
15 March 2006. Available at: http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/media/newsrel/2006/hq-ac05_e.htm. Accessed 25 
February 2008. 
38 I have been informed that a new Management Plan is scheduled for public release before Canada’s 2008 
commercial seal hunt. 
39 Summarized from DFO sources in Fink, S. 2007. Seals and Sealing 2007. International Fund for Animal 
Welfare, Guelph, Canada.  
40 Ibid.  
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hunt. And in four of the past six years, these already-unsustainable quotas have been 
exceeded.41  
 
However, many more seals are killed than those reported in the official catch statistics. 
When we account for the government’s estimates of “struck and lost” (seals that are 
wounded or killed but not recovered nor recorded in the landed catch), 1,059,564 seals 
likely died as a result of the Canadian hunt between 2003 and 2005 alone.42 Further, this 
same harp seal population is also the target of an unregulated and highly subsidized seal 
hunt during the summer months off the West coast of Greenland. In recent years, that 
hunt has killed an additional 130,000 - 180,000 harp seals (including animals that are 
struck and lost) from the same population exploited by Canada.43 And, on top of all this, 
reproductive rates of harp seals in the Northwest Atlantic have declined since the 1980s.44 
Pup mortality has also increased recently due to a high frequency of years with poor ice 
conditions.  
 
 
7. New conservation threats posed by global warming 
 
Today, the most serious conservation threat to harp seals (and other ice-breeding seals) is 
global warming. The best studied of these effects is the impact of global warming on the 
formation of ice upon which the entire Northwest Atlantic harp seal population depends 
for whelping and nursing off Canada’s East coast during February and March. For most 
of the past 12 years, this region has experienced warmer than average winter 
temperatures and below average ice-cover.45 
 
While it is relatively easy to document changes in ice conditions over time, it is more 
difficult to measure the precise impacts on reproducing seals.46 A lack of suitable ice, 
combined with violent storms, and early breakup, disrupts the seals’ normal pupping 
season. Reduced ice cover may result in increased abortions if female seals do not find 
ice upon which to give birth, or increased mortality of nursing pups if the ice breaks up or 
melts and mother-pup pairs get separated before the end of nursing. Even pups that are 

                                                 
41 Total Allowable Catches and landed catches up to 2006 are summarized in Fink (2006). The 2007 TAC 
was 270,000; the landed catch figure available from DFO is 224,745. 
42 Fink 2007, p. 5.  
43 Greenland Home Rule. 2006. Management and Utilization of Seals in Greenland. Department of 
Fisheries, Hunting, & Agriculture. November 2006. 20 pp. 
44 Sjare, B., G.B. Stenson, and B. Healy. 2004. Changes in reproductive parameters of female harp seals 
(Pagophilus groenlandicus) in the Northwest Atlantic. Canadian Science Advisory Secretariat. Research 
Document 2004/107. 
45Johnston, D. W., A.S Friedlaender, L.G.Torres, and D.M. Lavigne. 2005. Variation in sea ice cover on the 
east coast of Canada, 1969 to 2002: Climate variability and implications for harp and hooded seals. Climate 
Research 29:209-222; Friedlaender, A.S., D.W. Johnston,, S.L. Fink, and D.M. Lavigne. 2007. Variation in 
ice cover on the east coast of Canada from 1969-2006): Climate variability and implications for harp and 
hooded seals. IFAW Technical Report 2007-1.   
46 Ibid.  
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born and successfully weaned may be affected if the ice breaks up or melts earlier than 
usual,47 forcing them into the water prematurely. 
 
In a number of years, Canadian government scientists have concluded that some 
proportion of harp seal pups died due to poor ice and intense storms, prior to the 
beginning of the annual seal hunt.48 For the years 1981, 1998, and 2000, they assumed 
that 25, 6, and 12 per cent, respectively, of pups died before the hunt began.49 In 2002, 
they assumed that 75% of pups born in the Gulf of St. Lawrence died, which translates 
into a total pup mortality of 25% for the Gulf and Front combined; the same figure was 
used for 2005. In 2006, a particularly poor ice year in the Gulf of St. Lawrence,50 the 
figure they assumed was only 5%.51  
 
Ice cover was again below average in the Gulf of St. Lawrence and on the “Front” off 
Newfoundland and Labrador during the harp seal whelping season in 2007. There was so 
little solid ice in the southern Gulf of St. Lawrence in late February and early March that 
a special review was conduced by the Canadian Department of Fisheries and Oceans on 
15 March.52 At that time, government scientists said that “if the weather conditions were 
poor in the last two weeks of March and the ice breaks up, we would expect the mortality 
[of pups] to be very high, possibly approaching 100%”.53  As it turned out, the weather 
conditions did remain poor and what ice there was continued to break up in the last half 
of the month. Based on the government’s own assessment, it seems likely that few pups 
born in the southern Gulf in 2007 survived. 
 
Reduced pup survival due to poor ice conditions in any given year results in a reduced 
cohort size, something that will have implications for population size and trends over the 
longer term.54 It is important to note that although estimates of increased mortality have 
been incorporated into population models that generate estimates of total harp seal 
numbers based on pup production,55 there are few  data on which to assess changes in 
pup mortality. This is a concern because if pup mortality has increased due to poor ice 
conditions from 1998 onwards this would not have shown up in either of the most recent 
aerial surveys of pup production, in 1999 and 2004. This is because female harp seals 
take about 5 years to reach maturity and begin to reproduce.56  
 

                                                 
47 Stirling, I. 2005. Reproductive rates of ringed seals and survival of pups in Northwestern Hudson Bay, 
Canada, 1991–2000. Polar Biol (2005) 28: 381–387. DOI 10.1007/s00300-004-0700-7. 
48 Sergeant, D.E. 1991. Harp seal, man and ice. Canadian Special Publications of Fisheries and Aquatic 
Sciences, 114:1-153. 
49 Hammill and Stenson 2005.. 
50 Friedlaender,  et al. 2007.  
51 M. Hammill, DFO pers. comm.12 February 2007. 
52 DFO. 2007. A review of ice conditions and potential impact on harp seal neonatal mortality in March 
2007. DFO Can. Sci. Advis. Sec. Sci. Resp. 2007/008. 
53 Ibid. p. 3. 
54 Sergeant 1991. 
55 Hammill and Stenson 2005. 
56 Lavigne, D.M. and K.M. Kovacs. 1988. Harps & Hoods: Icebreeding seals of the Northwest Atlantic. 
University of Waterloo Press, Waterloo, Canada.; Sjare et al. 2004.  
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If warm years with reduced ice cover become the norm – as appears to be the case – there 
will likely be additional effects on ice-breeding seals, including both harp and hooded 
seals.57 These include possible effects on timing of reproduction58 and the loss of critical 
breeding habitat. They also include potential effects on fish and invertebrates, leading to 
changes in availability of prey for seals, potential effects on seal predators, e.g. killer 
whales, Orcinus orca, and concomitant effects on seal condition, growth, reproductive 
success, and survival. A recent examination of the potential effects of global warming on 
marine mammals included harp and hooded seals among the species expected to 
experience a reduction in the size of their ranges if global warming continues.59 A 
reduction in total population size might also be expected if their historical critical habitat 
– particularly their breeding habitat – were to contract. 
 
Of course, global warming is not only a threat to harp seals in Canada. It threatens many 
species, especially those dependent on ice for their continued existence. The public is 
well aware of the threats posed by global warming to the iconic polar bear (Ursus 
maritimus) and some jurisdictions are beginning to respond accordingly. The U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service, for example, is currently considering a proposal to list polar bears 
as a “threatened species” under the U.S. Endangered Species Act.60 In Canada, the 
province of Manitoba has just listed the polar bear as Threatened under its Endangered 
Species Act.61  The similar threats posed by global warming to a number of seal species 
are less well known to the general public and, only now, are just being to be noticed by 
conservation organizations, government agencies and lawmakers. 
 
Several seal populations, besides Northwest Atlantic harp seals, are also feeling the 
impacts of global warming. The White Sea population of harp seals has reportedly 
experienced a troubling decline in pup production that possibly may be related to the 
effects of global warming.62 Norway recently stopped hunting hooded seals in the 
Greenland Sea because their numbers have declined.63 Whether this is a result of over-
hunting, global warming or some other factors, is not known. What is known, however, is 
that the winter ice-edge across the entire North Atlantic has been receding in recent 

                                                 
57 Johnston et al. 2005; Lavigne, D.M. 2006. Canadian Seal Hunt. Notes for a presentation to the Standing 
Committee on Fisheries and Oceans. 12 December 2006.  House of Commons, Ottawa; also see Fisheries 
and Oceans Canada. 2007. A review of ice conditions and potential impact on harp sea neonatal mortality 
in March 2007. Canadian Science Advisory Secretariat. Science Response 2007/008. 
58 Lavigne and Kovacs 1988.  
59 Learmonth, A., C.D. MacLead, M.B. Santos, G.J. Pierce, H.Q.P. Crick, and R.A. Robinson. 2006. 
Potential effects of climate change on marine mammals. Oceanography and Marine Biology: An Annual 
Review, 44: 431-464. 
60 See: http://alaska.fws.gov/fisheries/mmm/polarbear/issues.htm.  
61 See: http://www.gov.mb.ca/chc/press/top/2008/02/2008-02-07-131000-3044.html.  
62 Boltnev, A.I. and V.I. Chernook. 2006. Lowering of birth rate in the White Sea population of the harp 
seal as a result of disequilibrium in the ecosystem due to selective exploitation of natural bio resources. The 
All-Russian Scientific Research Institute of Preservation of Nature, Moscow,  and St. Petersburg, Russia; 
Chernook, V. 2007. Short report on aerial surveys of winter distribution of harp seals at the White Sea 
(Russia).  
63 EFSA 2007.  
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years64 and that the loss of pack-ice habitat represents a serious conservation concern for 
a variety of seals.  
 
Other seal species that appear to be impacted by global warming include the Pacific 
walrus (Odobenus rosmarus), the Arctic ringed seal (Pusa hispida), and the ribbon seal 
(Histriophoca fasciata).65 All three of these species, like harp and hooded seals, are also 
hunted by humans, and there are very real conservation concerns about their future too. In 
the case of the ribbon seal, the U.S. Center for Biological Diversity has filed a scientific 
petition with the National Marine Fisheries Service to list the species as Threatened or 
Endangered under the U.S. Endangered Species Act.66 
 
There are also concerns about the effects of global warming on the highly endangered 
Mediterranean monk seal (Monachus monachus) in the Northeast Atlantic and 
Mediterranean Sea,67 and the endangered Hawaiian monk seal (Monachus schauinslandi) 
in Hawaii.68 In these two cases, the concern is about the loss of critical habitat associated 
with rising sea levels.  
 
 
Discussion 
 
Some individuals and organizations hold the view that Canada’s commercial seal hunt is 
not a conservation issue, presumably because harp seals currently are not classified as 
Threatened or Endangered.  Just because the current harp seal population in the 
Northwest Atlantic is estimated to number some 5.5 million animals (plus or minus about 
2 million), the history of conservation demands that we remain vigilant and take steps to 
reduce the threats to the population posed by scientific and environmental uncertainty, 
unsustainable levels of hunting, and international trade.  Once populations are reduced to 

                                                 
64 Parker, D., J. Kennedy, and J. Hardwick. 2004. Data for the WMO December Press Release 2004 
(01/12/2004). Figure 6a. Northern Hemisphere monthly sea ice extent anomalies, 1973-2004, for October, 
realtive to the full period of the record. Available at http://www.cru.uea.ac.uk/cru/press/2004-12-another-
warmyear/data.pdf. 
65 e.g. Rausch, R.L., J.C. George, and H.K. Brower. 2007. Effect of climatic warming on the Pacific walrus, 
and potential modification of its helminth fauna. Journal of Parasitology, 93: 1247-1251; Cooper, L.W., 
C.J. Ashjian, S.L. Smith, L.A. Codispoti, J.M. Grebmeier, R.G. Campbell, and E.B. Sheer. 2006. Rapid 
seasonal sea-ice retreat could be affecting Pacific walrus (Odobenus rosmarus divergens) recruitment. 
Aquatic Mammals, 32:98-102; Rosing-Asvid, A. 2006. The influence of climate variability on polar bear 
(Ursus maritimus) and ringed seal (Pusa hispida) population dynamics. Canadian Journal of Zoology, 84: 
357-364. Also see footnote 61. 
66 Center for Biological Diversity. 2007. Petition to list the ribbon seal (Histriophoca fasciata) as a 
threatened or endangered species under the Endangered Species Act. 20 December 2007. Center for 
Biological Diversity, San Francisco CA. 
67 Convention on Migratory Species.  2005. Climate change and migratory species (Document submitted by 
the United Kingdom). Eighth Meeting of the Conference of the Parties. 20-25 November 2005. Nairobi, 
Kenya. UNEP/CMS/Conf. 8.22. 17 October 2005. p. 10.  
68 Baker, J.D., C,L. Littnan, and D.W. Johnston. 2006. Potential effects of sea level rise on the terrestrial 
habitats of endangered and endemic megafauna in the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands. Endangered Species 
Research, 4: 1-10.  



 

 14

levels where they are formally classified as Threatened or Endangered, it is often too late 
or extremely costly to implement appropriate measures to promote their recovery.69  
 
Further, anyone who thinks that large population size provides adequate protection from 
over-exploitation and extinction has forgotten what happened to the American bison 
(Bison bison – known to many as the American buffalo), and the passenger pigeon 
(Ectopistes migratorius) in the 19th Century, and the once abundant Atlantic cod off 
Canada’s East coast in the 20th Century, to cite but three of many examples. American 
bison, which once numbered in the tens of millions, and the passenger pigeon, which 
numbered in the billions, became extinct in the wild through commercial over-
exploitation and habitat loss. Atlantic cod, once the foundation of Canada’s East coast 
fishery, has been reduced by more than 99%, largely through mismanagement, over-
exploitation and habitat destruction.  
 
For Northwest Atlantic harp seals, continued over-exploitation, and the ever increasing 
threat that global warming will reduce their critical breeding habitat, represent major 
conservation issues today. So too does the unwillingness of the Canadian government to 
take a precautionary approach to the management of its commercial seal hunt. 
 
Managers have limited options for dealing with the scientific and environmental 
uncertainty associated with such issues. Existing international agreements, including the 
1983-EU ban on trade in whitecoat harp seal pups and blueback hooded seal pups,70 the 
EU Habitats Directive, and the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species 
(CITES), do not currently provide adequate conservation protection for most seal species, 
including exploited harp seals that enter international trade.  
 
In such circumstances, the most obvious thing managers can do is to implement the 
precautionary approach. Canada has included the precautionary approach in the preamble 
to its Oceans Act,71  and the government claims that its management of the seal hunt is 
“precautionary”. But, as noted earlier, it is not. In modern precautionary approaches, total 
removals from a wild population are linked directly to the degree of scientific and 
environmental uncertainty. When uncertainty is high, the total allowable removals are 
reduced, to ensure that wild populations are maintained at sufficiently high numbers that 
their future is not jeopardized.  
 
In marked contrast, there is no mechanism in Canada’s management approach linking 
TACs to current scientific and environmental uncertainty. Furthermore, Canada’s 
management approach has never been subjected to the rigorous testing that is a 
mandatory requirement in the development of modern, precautionary management 
procedures. 
                                                 
69 Mediterranean and Hawaiian monk seals are a very good example of this, with intense efforts having to 
be put into conservation but the species are still not recovering. 
70 Council Directive 83/129/EEC, amended by 89/370/EEC. 
71 Campbell, M. and V.G. Thomas. 2006. Implementing the Precautionary Approach: towards enabling 
legislation for marine mammal conservation in Canada. pp. 321-333. In: Lavigne, D.M. (ed.). 2006. 
Gaining Ground: In Pursuit of Ecological Sustainability. International Fund for Animal Welfare, Guelph, 
Canada, and University of Limerick, Limerick, Ireland. 425 pp.  
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To deal specifically with the threats posed by global warming, the one thing management 
authorities can do immediately is to limit non-climate stresses – including over-hunting – 
on exploited species like harp seals that are being impacted by global warming.72 This 
approach, of “building resilience to climate change”, is a prime example of implementing 
the precautionary approach in conservation. 
 
In the case of harp seals, prudence dictates that precautionary measures be implemented 
immediately to reduce the exploitation of Northwest Atlantic harp seals. Banning trade of 
harp seals within the European Union, thereby removing a major incentive to over-
exploit the animals in the wild, would be one important step in that direction. 
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