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In 2006, the European Parliament requested that the European Commission draft a 
regulation to ban trade in products derived from harp and hooded seals. In an attempt to 
stop that process, the Canadian government and the fur trade are now lobbying for 
international standards for killing seals as an alternative means of dealing with concerns 
about the application of killing methods expressed by European citizens, the European 
Parliament, and various individual European countries.  
 
In this note, we summarize the evidence that international standards for killing seals will 
not improve the welfare of hunted seals and point out that Canada’s proposal is simply 
part of a strategy for keeping trade routes open for seal products. It has virtually nothing 
to do with animal welfare concerns. 
 
In the case of Canada’s commercial seal hunt, international standards for killing seals 
won’t accomplish anything for animal welfare for a host of reasons. Simply from a 
feasibility perspective, it is impossible for Canada’s Department of Fisheries and Oceans’ 
enforcement personnel to monitor the hunt and to ensure that any agreed standards are 
satisfied. Canada’s commercial seal hunt currently involves as many as 5000 active 
sealers, more than 800 longliners, and unknown numbers of smaller boats. The sealers are 
spread out over thousands of square kilometres from the southern Gulf of St. Lawrence to 
the ice floes off Newfoundland and Labrador. The actual hunt begins in March in the 
Gulf and, in some years, continues until May or June, off Newfoundland. The costs 
associated with monitoring such a protracted hunt adequately would likely be more than 
the value of the hunt itself. 
 
Feasibility issues aside, there are other more deeply rooted reasons why the introduction 
of humane killing standards won’t work any better today than they have at any time in the 
past. For the last 50 years, animal welfare groups have been raising concerns about the 
inhumane nature of Canada’s commercial seal hunt. In the 1960s and 1970s, the 
Canadian government introduced a few regulatory measures, ostensibly to deal with 
animal welfare concerns. A number of these have since been taken off the books. Illegal 
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killing instruments, first banned in the 1960s, are still routinely used in Canada’s 
commercial seal hunt. Over the past seven years, the federal government has ignored the 
recommendations of a number of veterinary panels for reducing the cruelty associated 
with Canada’s commercial seal hunt. Instead, it is now implementing changes in 
Canada’s Marine Mammal Regulations to make it more difficult for independent 
observers to witness and document the hunt. 
 
The reasons for the federal government’s failure to deal with the serious animal welfare 
issues associated with Canada’s commercial seal hunt are deeply rooted in Canadian 
values, especially as they are reflected in federal legislation, and particularly as they 
pertain to animals. While a progressive country in many respects, the animal welfare 
provisions of Canada’s criminal code have remained basically unchanged since 1892, a 
pending amendment notwithstanding. In Canada, seals are classified as fish, rather than 
the sentient warm-blooded mammals that they are. Canada’s Marine Mammal 
Regulations refer to “fishing for seals” and the seal hunt is typically characterized as a 
“harvest”, as if seals really were fish, or vegetables. And, although a majority of 
Canadians have long opposed Canada’s commercial seal hunt, the nature of Canada’s 
political system ensures that regional issues, such as commercial sealing in 
Newfoundland, frequently take precedence over the wishes of the majority of Canadians. 
As a consequence, there is simply no political will in Canada to improve the animal 
welfare aspects of killing seals, nor any substantive evidence that the sealing industry 
understands or is interested in complying even with Canada’s currently deficient Marine 
Mammal Regulations. If the last 50 years have taught us anything, it is that no 
internationally agreed standards will have any effect whatsoever on the way Canada’s 
commercial seal hunt is conducted.  
 
The European Commission now has two options. It can respond to public opinion in 
Europe and elsewhere, including Canada, and follow the lead of several European 
countries, and prepare the legislation requested by the European Parliament to ban trade 
in seal products. Or it can choose to implement the Canadian government’s strategy to 
ensure that the status quo is maintained, and the cruelty will continue. 
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1 This note summarizes the contents of a longer discussion paper that will be published in March 2008. 


