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IFAW Position  

The International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW) welcomes the European Commission’s 
proposal1 to amend Regulation (EC) 1007/2009 (Basic Regulation) on the trade in seal products to 
bring it into compliance with WTO rules. IFAW believes the amendments proposed by the 
Commission fulfil the necessary technical and legal modifications needed to ensure the EU Seal 
Regime is non-discriminatory while maintaining the seal products ban as a legitimate means of 
protecting the EU’s public morals.  

IFAW calls on the Council and European Parliament to adopt the European Commission’s 
proposed legal amendments as written to bring the EU into compliance with WTO by the 18 
October 2015 deadline.  

Background 

Due to concerns around the animal welfare aspects of seal hunting, several EU Member States had 
adopted, or planned to introduce, national legislation to ban the trade in seal skins and products. 
Consequently, the European Union studied the welfare aspects of commercial sealing in 
consultation with sealing nations and in 2009 adopted a regulation banning the import and placing 
of seal products on the EU market. In response, Canada and Norway launched a World Trade 
Organization (WTO) dispute. Rulings by the WTO Panel and Appellate Body in 2013 and 2014 
upheld the EU Seal Regime as a legitimate measure to protect moral concerns of European citizens 
over animal welfare, but found that two exemptions (Marine Resource Management exception and 
Inuit exception) cause discriminatory effects against Canada and Norway and must be addressed to 
make the regime WTO compliant. The EU must comply with the WTO ruling by 18 October 2015.  

Analysis of Proposed Amendments 

Withdrawal of the Marine Resource Management (MRM) Exception  

IFAW welcomes the decision by the European Commission to withdraw the exception for 
marine resources management products (MRM exception); which would have allowed for the 
sale of products derived from seals hunted as part of tightly circumscribed marine resource 
management measures. The Panel Ruling of WTO in autumn 2013 found that that MRM exception 
unlawfully discriminates against Norwegian and Canadian products. The Panel’s findings were not 
subject to appeal and were thus validated. As a consequence, the MRM exception needs to be 
withdrawn in its entirety.  

Impacts of MRM decision - Under the proposed changes to the EU Seal Regime, Member 
States can still conduct MRM hunts of seals and hunters can use the seal products.  The seal 
products may not be placed on the EU market, but they could be exported to markets 
outside of the EU. Claims by the hunting lobby that so called sustainable use will no longer 
be possible and that the deletion of the MRM exception encourages waste are therefore 
unfounded and incorrect.  

                                                           
1 COM(2015) 45 final, Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council amending Regulation (EC) 
No 1007/2009 on trade in seal products 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/biodiversity/animal_welfare/seals/pdf/proposal.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/biodiversity/animal_welfare/seals/pdf/proposal.pdf


 

Inuit and other indigenous communities (IC) Exception 

IFAW welcomes the changes to the Inuit and other indigenous communities (IC) exception; 
these changes identify the conditions under which subsistence hunts can be allowed market access 
to the EU. The revisions also include safeguards for the Commission to take action to limit market 
access should there be indications of hunts being conducted for primarily commercial purposes. 
This safeguard will ensure that there will be no abuse of this exception by hunters with 
commercial motivations and, as such, satisfies the EU public concern about cruelty related to 
commercial seal hunts.  

Furthermore, the Commission has engaged with Canada to outline a framework for cooperation to 
enable access of seal products from traditional Canadian indigenous hunts to the EU market. The 
“Joint Statement by Canada and the EU on Access to the EU of Seal Products from Indigenous 
Communities in Canada”2 published in August 2014 refers to the establishment of an attestation 
system for seal products from Canadian indigenous communities. This Joint Statement signals the 
EU is taking the necessary steps to ensure that Canadian and Greenlandic indigenous peoples are 
treated in an even-handed way as outlined by WTO.    
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2 Commission Decision of 18.8.2014 on the Joint Statement by Canada and the EU on Access to the EU of Seal Products 
from Indigenous Communities in Canada, C(2014) 5881 final & Annex I 
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