
Senseless Slaughter
Each year in Canada, tens of 
thousands of baby harp seals are 
killed for their pelts.
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It’s Progress, 
but It’s Not Over
IFAW was the first organization to focus the world's 
attention on Canada's cruel commercial seal hunt. 
We began the campaign in 1969 and have won several 
victories for seals since then. 

The fight goes on. The Canadian government still 
sanctions an annual seal hunt even though its economic 
value has greatly diminished. 

Sheryl Fink
Director, Seal Program
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The frightened seals are either shot or bashed 
on their heads with a spiked club, called a 
hakapik. While still alive and conscious, some 
are impaled through the face or eyes with 
steel hooks, then dragged across the ice or 
hauled aboard boats. It’s a bloody, shockingly 
cruel way to die. And for what? A product no 
one needs and increasingly, no one wants.

Given the competitive race to kill seals 
quickly, the lack of enforcement and the 
inadequate regulations and the harsh and 
unpredictable environmental conditions, it is 
impossible for Canada’s commercial seal hunt 
to ever be conducted humanely. 

Canada’s commercial seal hunt remains an 
industry predominantly based on the skins of 
harp seals aged 3 weeks to 3 months, which 
make up more than 91.7% of the hunt’s 
landed value.

The Hunt Leaves Seals to Suffer
In the haste to maximize their efficiency, 
killing an animal humanely is hardly a 
consideration. When frightened seals are shot 
from moving boats or chased across the ice by 
hunters wielding their hakapiks, it is unlikely 
a seal will be effectively stunned with a single 
shot or blow. Instead, seals are wounded and 
left distressed. Some seals are struck, injured 
and lost under the ice where they die slow, 
painful deaths.

Senseless 
Slaughter 
of Seals
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Each spring, off the east coast of Canada, sealers take to their 
boats on icy waters or scramble across shifting ice floes to kill as 
many baby harp seals as possible in the shortest time available.
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What’s It 
Really Worth?

The average price paid for skins has dropped 
dramatically since 2006. In 2012, processors 
paid an average C$22 for a seal pelt, down 
from more than C$100 in 2006. Processors 
report they continue to have stockpiles of 
skins they are unable to sell. The total value 
of seal fur exports in 2011 was just about 
C$848,000, down from almost  C$6.5 million 
in 2008 and about C$8.5 million in 2007.

Bottom line:  
It’s a dying industry.
Seal hunting is becoming less viable because 
the price of pelts is dropping and the number 
of countries banning the sale and trade in 
products is increasing.

The 2012 estimated landed value 
of the seal hunt was C$1,617,332 
(C$1 equals about US$1), yet 
the Canadian government spent 
millions of dollars to support it. 



Standards for 
Humane Killing 
Impossible to 
Enforce
IFAW travels to the ice each 
spring to document the cruelty 
and abuse that occurs.
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The environment under which commercial 
sealing occurs makes it impossible for 
authorities to effectively monitor and 
enforce regulations.

In 2011, IFAW documented a seal pup 
being sliced open and seals being hooked 
in the face while still alive, and several 
others killed and left on the ice--skin 
intact--a clear violation of Canada’s 
Marine Mammal Regulations.

The hunt takes place in the Gulf of   
St. Lawrence and the waters northeast of 

Newfoundland. This vast expanse of ocean 
and ice makes it difficult, if not impossible, 
for the authorities to sufficiently monitor 
the activities of hundreds of sealers.

IFAW has repeatedly documented cases 
of cruelty that demonstrate a continued 
disregard for the regulations that Canadian 
authorities are unwilling – and unable – to 
enforce properly.

The harp seal range is vast, 
and hunting grounds cover 
hundreds of thousands of 
square miles so large that it 
is impossible for authorities 
to effectively monitor sealers 
to ensure they follow even 
basic regulations.

Harp seal range



Shrinking Ice Nurseries 
Harp seals require a stable ice platform on 
which to give birth and nurse their pups. 
When suitable ice cannot be found, seals may 
give birth in the water and pups die. If the ice 
is not thick enough to withstand the wind and 
waves throughout the nursing period, pups 

may be separated from their mothers and 
crushed in the breaking ice.

Harp seal pups also need ice pans for resting, 
and without them they may succumb to 
exhaustion as they migrate to northern 
feeding grounds.

Seals on
Thin Ice
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A Devastating Year for Seals
Eighty percent of harp seal pups are thought 
to have died in 2011 before Canada’s 
commercial seal hunt even began because 
of the lack of ice. Despite this enormous 
loss, the Canadian government allowed the 

seal hunt to proceed. It’s possible that the 
combination of poor ice conditions and 
hunting resulted in the death of every harp 
seal pup born in 2011.

Sea ice has been disappearing  over the past decade. 
There now have been 17 consecutive years of below-
average ice cover in Eastern Canada, with 2010 and 
2011 being the worst on record. 
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Closing Markets 
for Seal Products     

Inuit 
Subsistence 
Sealing

The ban prohibits the importation, 
exportation, and sale of all commercial seal 
products in the European Union, and marks 
an enormous triumph in the battle to end the 
cruel and unnecessary slaughter of seals.
 
Another major victory was won in fall of 2011 
when the largest market for seal products 
slammed shut after the Customs Union 
of Belarus, Kazakhstan, and the Russian 
Federation banned the import and export of 
harp seal skins. According to the government 
of Canada, Russia imported 90 percent of 
Canada’s seal pelts. 

So long as it is conducted on a sustainable 
basis, and that reasonable precautions are 
taken to minimize unnecessary suffering, 
IFAW does not oppose the killing of seals for 
food, clothing and other products for local 
use by indigenous peoples.

What we do oppose, however, is a 
government hiding cruel and wasteful, large-
scale, industrial slaughter behind aboriginal 
subsistence hunting, deliberately blurring the 
distinction between the two very different 
kinds of hunts. 

For example, Inuit in the Canadian Arctic 
hunt fewer than 1,000 harp seals, mostly 
adults, during the summer months. This 
is far removed from Canada’s commercial 
hunt, which takes place months earlier and 
slaughters tens of thousands of harp seals less 
than three months old.

•  1969 – IFAW founded to launch worldwide 
campaign to save seal pups.

•  1972 – U.S. Congress passes Marine Mammal 
Protection Act, banning the importation of seal 
products.

• 1983 – IFAW helps win crucial ban in Europe on 
importation of newborn harp seal (whitecoat) and 
hooded seal pup (blueback) products.

• 1987 – Canadian government bans commercial 
hunting of whitecoats and bluebacks in Canadian 
waters.

• 1990 – With IFAW’s encouragement, South Africa 
ends the hunt for Cape fur seals.

• 2006 – Mexico bans the import and export of 
marine mammals including seals.

• 2007 – IFAW campaign results in Belgium and the 
Netherlands adopting national bans on the import 
of seal products.

• 2009 – Russia bans the killing of harp seals under 
12 - months old.

• 2009 – EU bans the importation of all seal products 
with an exemption for Inuit-sourced products.

• 2010 – EU ban goes into effect. 

• 2010 – IFAW continues its fight to protect the 
EU ban and continues to expose the cruelty of 
commercial hunts to governments around the 
world.

• 2011 – Belarus, Kazakhstan, and the Russian 
Federation ban the import and export of harp  
seal skins.

Thanks to IFAW's many 
supporters and a decades-long 
campaign, the European Union 
banned the commercial trade in 
seal products in 2009.

The Canadian government asserts 
that Canada’s commercial seal 
hunt is important to Inuit, but in 
reality, commercial sealing and Inuit 
subsistence sealing are completely 
different activities.
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No Evidence that 
Seal Culls Will 
Help Fisheries 

Canada 
Challenge 
to EU Ban

A common argument used by fishermen  and 
politicians is that the killing of seals is needed 
to protect fish stocks, but this assertion is not 
supported by scientific evidence. 

The estimate of the amount of fish consumed by seals tells us 
nothing about the impact of seals on  fish populations. 

Ocean ecosystems are complex, and we cannot assume that 
the mass removal of one species will benefit another. In fact, 
mass culling of seals could have unintended and unpredictable 
results, including negative impacts on fish stocks, and  
may ultimately weaken the structure and  
functioning of ocean ecosystems. 

In February 2011, Canada’s Fisheries 
Minister, Gail Shea, announced Canada 
would launch a formal challenge of the EU 
ban on the trade of seal products at the World 
Trade Organization. 

The European Commission has said that it 
will “vigorously defend” the values of EU 
citizens in the face of a WTO challenge. 

But the battle is not nearly over, and what 
lays ahead is a long legal and political battle 
that will determine not only the fate of the 
EU ban, but also the place of animal welfare 
in relation to trade for years to come.

IFAW is already actively engaged in 
supporting the European Commission 
through this challenge, and will continue to 
support European citizens in their rejection 
of cruel and unnecessary seal products.

The right of European citizens 
to say “No!” to seal products 
continues to be dismissed by the 
Canadian government.
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Founded in 1969, IFAW, the 
International Fund for Animal Welfare, 
saves animals in crisis around the 
world. With projects in more than 40 
countries, IFAW rescues individual 
animals, works to prevent cruelty 
to animals and advocates for the 
protection of wildlife and their habitats.

www.ifaw.org

Each year, tens of thousands baby harp seals are slaughtered for their pelts. 

Although IFAW has made progress to halt this inhumane practice, it’s not over. 

You can help. Donate today to end the cruel and senseless seal hunt. 

To learn more, visit our website: www.ifaw.org

END THE SEAL HUNT


