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Overview:   
Bill C – 555 proposes to increase the distance that a person must maintain from another person who is 
fishing for seals, except under the authority of a seal fishery observation license. 
 
Under the current Marine Mammal Regulations1, anyone within a half nautical mile (926m) of a person 
fishing for seals must have a seal fishery observation licence issued by the Minister of Fisheries and 
Oceans. Bill C-555 seeks to increase this distance to one nautical mile (1.8 km). There are exemptions for 
individuals residing on land within the proscribed distance of a person fishing for seals, those on 
commercial flights or vessels in transit, those engaged in the seal fishery, and those present at the 
request of the DFO.2 
 
History 
The text of Bill C-555 is identical to that of Bill C-636, which was introduced on March 30, 2013 by Scott 
Armstrong (Cumberland Colchester-Musquodoboit Valley, Conservative).  In the introduction of Bill C-
636, mention was made only of hunt observers in the context of seals hunted on ice floes, far from 
human activity unrelated to sealing. 3 It is important to remember, however, that seals may be hunted 
not only on ice, but also on land.  
 
Context: 
The Conservative Government has indicated a desire to reduce the current population of grey seals 
(Halichoerus grypus), with various reports suggesting removals of between 70,000-200,000 seals. Unlike 
harp seals (Pagophilus groenlandica), the species targeted during Canada’s commercial seal hunt, grey 
seals are often encountered on land, and regularly within range of human habitation and coastal 
activity.   
 
The introduction of Bill C-555 suggests that a sanctioned cull, or Strategic Targeted Removal (STR) of 
grey seals is being planned in areas that are within 1nm of human activity.   

1 SOR/93-56 s.33. (1) Subject to subsection (2), no person shall, except under the authority of a seal fishery observation licence 
issued by the Minister, approach within one-half nautical mile of a person who is fishing for seals. http://laws-
lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/regulations/sor-93-56/page-8.html#h-19  
2 Marine Mammal Regulations, SOR/93-56, s. 33(2) 
3 http://www.parl.gc.ca/HouseChamberBusiness/ChamberPublicationIndexSearch.aspx?arpist=s&arpit=bill+c-
636&arpidf=2008%2f11%2f18&arpidt=2011%2f03%2f26&arpid=True&arpij=False&arpice=False&arpicl=&ps=Parl40Ses0&arpis
b=Publication&arpirpp=10&arpibs=False&Language=E&Mode=1&Parl=41&Ses=2&arpicid=5028968&arpicpd=5035186#Para23
80224 
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According to DFO, a STR could take place at any time during the year aside from a closed season 
between Jan 1 and Feb 28.4  DFO documents suggest that grey seals would be killed in a number of 
areas close to human activity, including the Magdalen Islands and Gaspe region of Quebec, Miramichi, 
and Kouchibouguac National Park in New Brunswick;  Scaterie Island Wilderness area and from Port 
Hood to Cape North on the coast of Cape Breton, Nova Scotia.5 DFO acknowledges that most killing 
would take place on land rather than ice.  
 
Concerns: 
Bill C-555, and its implication that seals will be shot at distances between a half nautical mile and one 
nautical mile from human habitation and activity, raise a number of concerns including Safety, Logistical, 
Economic, and Moral concerns.  
 
Safety  
In introducing the bill, concern was expressed for the safety of both those involved in the seal hunt, and 
licenced seal hunt observers.6 Obviously there are legitimate safety concerns where shooting is 
occurring near human activity.  However, we feel that the responsibility should be on the hunter to 
ensure there are no innocent bystanders within the proscribed buffer zone, not the responsibility of the 
“observer” to ensure there are no seal hunters present in the area.  
 
Logistical concerns 
While land-based residents7 within a nautical mile of sealing activity would be exempt from the 
requirement to possess a seal fishery observation licence, anyone else in the vicinity of a seal being 
killed without an observation licence, could be charged under the Fisheries Act. This means that visitors, 
tourists, wildlife observers, dockside anglers and boaters would be required to possess a Seal Fishery 
Observation Licence, lest they inadvertently find themselves within 1.8km of where a seal is shot. Given 
the high likelihood for seal hunting to take place near human activity, the requirement for anyone within 
a 1.8km radius of a hunted seal to have a licence issued by DFO is nonsensical.  The process to obtain a 
seal fishery observation licence is typically a 48h procedure, involving an RCMP background check and 
an interview with a DFO official. Permits must be renewed daily. Clearly it is not realistic to expect 
boaters, tourists, anglers, wildlife lovers, ecotourism operators and others to undergo this process, nor 
is it likely feasible to implement by government. 
 
Economic impact 
A Strategic Targeted Removal of grey seals is likely to have gross repercussions for tourism in Atlantic 
Canada, particularly nature-based tourism. DFO notes that seals which are killed and not properly 
disposed of “will initially sink but eventually return to the surface and are often found on shore.” As if 
the prospect of nature lovers encountering rotting, smelly, seal carcasses were not bad enough, Bill C-
555 adds the risk that tourists could also find themselves facing fines of up to $100,000, criminal 

4 Access to Information correspondence between DFO and Gardner Pinfold consultants. Available on request. 
5 Fisheries and Oceans Canada. 2010. Impacts of Grey Seals on Fish Populations in Eastern Canada. Science Advisory 
Report  2010/071. http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/csas-sccs/Publications/SAR-AS/2010/2010_071-eng.html This document 
indicates that killing of grey seals may occur all year long. 
6http://www.parl.gc.ca/HouseChamberBusiness/ChamberPublicationIndexSearch.aspx?arpist=s&arpit=bill+c-
555&arpidf=2011%2f06%2f02&arpidt=&arpid=True&arpij=False&arpice=False&arpicl=&ps=Parl41Ses0&arpisb=Publication&ar
pirpp=10&arpibs=False&Language=E&Mode=1&Parl=41&Ses=2&arpicid=6337750&arpicpd=6339212#Para3486950 
7 Notably those individuals residing on a boat are not exempt. This will affect sailors and other boaters, both while berthed and 
at sea. Grey seals are often present at boat launches and quays. 
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charges, and potentially jail time for violation of the Fisheries Act - simply for being in the wrong place at 
the wrong time. This is likely to discourage many nature lovers from visiting coastal areas or 
participating in coastal ecotourism type activities. 
 
Moral Issues 
Rather than threatening to charge innocent citizens and tourists for being “too-close” to a seal being 
shot, we believe it would make more sense to require seal hunters to remain a nautical mile from any 
human activity before killing a seal.8 This would address any concerns for public safety, and put the 
responsibility for safety on the hunter, rather than the bystander. To suggest that it is the responsibility 
of a citizen wishing to enjoy Atlantic coastal areas to ensure that a seal hunter is not within a nautical 
mile before setting out is ludicrous. 
 
Question: 
Would C-555 increase protection for sealers in the context of a harp seal hunt conducted on offshore ice? 
Would it eliminate images of “red blood on white ice” that tarnish this industry around the world? 
 
No. The technology used by observer NGOs such as the International Fund for Animal Welfare will still 
permits images of the seal hunt to be captured from a distance of 1 nm.  It should be noted that footage 
taken by these organizations is regularly turned over to enforcement authorities with Fisheries and 
Oceans Canada, and is been used by the Department to investigate possible violations of the 
Regulations. Increasing the distance from which footage can be obtained will not prevent these 
organizations from obtaining their video from the air, even if observation permits were denied. It would, 
however, lower the quality of the images obtained, and reduce the possibility that the footage would 
continue to be of use to the Department of Fisheries in their investigations.   
 
In addition, the proposed amendment does not apply to individuals in possession of a seal fishery 
observation licence. The only organizations who have observed the seal hunt in recent years - the IFAW 
and Humane Society International Canada (HSI) - have always done so under lawful possession, and in 
agreement with the terms of, a seal fishery observation licence. C-555 will not prevent graphic images of 
the seal hunt from circulating around the world. It will, however, weaken the ability of DFO enforcement 
agencies to make use of the footage. 
 
 
 
Sheryl Fink and Stephen Hampton 
28 February 2014 

8 If it is suggested that a seal hunter would never kill an animal in the presence of observers, please consider this example 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/seal-kill-sparks-call-for-change-1.209955 Under the current and proposed legislation, these 
observers would all be charged under the Fisheries Act.  
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