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Pagophilus groenlandicus

Scientists believe seals evolved
from land animals that were
related to modern mammals like
dogs and bears. These creatures
took to the sea about 30 million
years ago, perhaps because there
was more food available there.
The earliest fossils of these seal
ancestors date back more than
23 million years!

DID YOU
KNOW

Harp seals eat a wide variety of crustaceans and fish. Their
diet appears to vary with age, season, year and location.

Females give birth to one pup on the ice floes at around the
same time every year.

The Northwest Atlantic herd migrates some 3,000 km (1,800
miles) each year between the Arctic and Canada’s east coast!

Pagophilus groenlandicus means

“the ice lover from Greenland”!

The harp seal is named for the dark ‘saddle’ or ‘harp’-shaped
markings on the backs of adults.

Each spring the ice floes off Canada’s east coast are transformed into the
harp seal nursery, with as many as 900,000 pups thought to be born each
year. The newborn pups are thin and scraggly at first, but soon become fat
and fluffy from nursing on their mother’s milk.

After about two weeks, the mother seal leaves her pup alone on the ice.
The pup begins to shed its white fur, which is replaced by the sleek, silvery
coat of the beater pup.

As the ice beneath them begins to melt, the seal pups will start to enter
the water and learn how to swim and feed themselves. Clumsy and
awkward at first, as they grow older seals quickly become graceful and
powerful swimmers.
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Several harp seals swim beneath
the icy surface  
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A harp seal pup on the ice floes in the Gulf of St Lawrence, Canada
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Class
Order
Family
Genus
Species

Mammalia
Carnivora
Phocidae
Pagophilus
groenlandicus

SCIENTIFIC NAME
Pagophilus groenlandicus

Seals don’t drink salt water.
Even when feeding under water,
muscles in the throat prevent
almost all sea water from
entering. Instead, seals
normally get all the water they
need from the food they eat.
When it is available, seals will
occasionally drink fresh water,
and harp seal pups are often
seen eating snow.

There are three recognized populations of harp seals, based
on where they breed: the Northwest Atlantic herd, the
Greenland Sea herd, and the White Sea/Barents Sea herd.

A beater pup on
the ice floes
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Life Stages of the Harp Seal

Shortly after weaning, the pup’s white coat becomes loose and begins to fall out,
revealing the juvenile coat underneath. At this stage the pups are called ragged
jackets, a reference to the coat’s “raggedy” appearance. This stage lasts a week or
more. 

Pagophilus groenlandicus

By the time they have finished nursing, approximately 12 days after birth, most pups
weigh an average of 36 kg (80 lbs) or more. The dark grey spots of the developing
juvenile coat can now be seen growing underneath the longer whitecoat pelt, and the
seals are known as greycoats.

Harp seal pups grow rapidly, due to the high fat content of mother’s milk. Nursing lasts
for about 12 days, and during this time the pups will grow about 2.2 kg (5 lbs) a day.
More than half of this weight gain is stored as blubber. The pups are now fat
whitecoats, and spend much of their time sleeping on the ice, waking only when it is
time to feed.

When born, the coat of the newborn harp seal pup is a yellowish colour, the result of
staining by amniotic fluid while in the womb. These newborn seals, known as
yellowcoats, weigh about 9-10 kg (20-22 lbs) and are about 92 cm (3 ft) long. These
pups are quite thin with a distinct head and neck, since they do not yet have the thick
layer of insulating blubber found in older seals.

After two or three days, the pups lose their yellow colouration - it is either bleached by
the sun or washed off by rain - and the pelt turns a pristine white. They are now
referred to as thin whitecoats. Feeding regularly on mother’s milk, these thin
whitecoats gain weight quickly, growing stronger and more coordinated in their
movements.

Harp seals go through a number of visibly distinct stages during their lives, and they

are referred to by different names at each stage. While most people will recognize

the fluffy whitecoat stage of the young harp seal, the appearance of older seals

may not be as familiar. The harp seal’s common name is taken from the black,

wishbone shaped marking found on the backs of adult seals.
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Once they have finished nursing their young, females are ready to mate for the
following year. They will then begin their migration north. Along the way they will
undergo their annual moult, shedding their old pelt for a new one. The seals will then
continue northward to the summer feeding grounds between northern Canada and the
West coast of Greenland. They will remain there until the following December, when
they will once again make the long journey south to the whelping patches off
Newfoundland and in the Gulf of St. Lawrence. 

The coat of a mature harp seal is very distinctive, with its characteristic black harp
marking on the back. The face is also black, and the remainder of the coat is silvery
grey with virtually no spots.  Animals with this coat are referred to as old harps, and
may be anywhere from 5 to 30 years of age, and are approximately 1.7 m (95.5 ft)
long, weighing 130 kg (290 lbs) or more. Females can give birth to their first pups
shortly after their fifth birthday, but most do not breed until they are 6 or 7 years old.

Adult sized animals that have a combination of the spotted bedlamer pelt and the harp-
shaped marking of the adult pelt are called spotted harps. The transition from
bedlamer to adult pelt begins with the onset of sexual maturity. While most male harp
seals develop the black wishbone marking abruptly, the transition takes longer in
females, and some never actually develop the full harp.

Once the white coat is completely moulted, exposing the short, black-spotted, silvery
grey pelt underneath, the young harp seal is called a beater. Beaters initially have
poorly developed swimming skills, and their name refers to the way they beat the
surface of the water during their initial attempts at swimming and diving. The majority
of seals killed during Canada’s commercial hunt are beaters, between 3 weeks and 3
months of age.

Around 13-14 months, the beater pelt is moulted and replaced by a similar spotted
pelt. The seals are now referred to as bedlamers, which comes from the French “bête
de la mer,” meaning “beast of the sea.”

Life Stages of the Harp Seal

Pagophilus groenlandicus



CAMPAIGN STORY
Seals & Sealing

A beater harp seal pup on the ice floes in the Gulf of St.
Lawrence, Canada
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Alerting world leaders and the public to the many problems
with the hunt

Documenting alleged violations of Canada’s Marine Mammal
Regulations and other examples of cruelty to seals

Supporting crucial scientific research on harp seal
population issues.

These efforts have raised the profile of IFAW’s campaign to a
point where it is discussed at the highest levels of the Canadian
government and internationally. They have also helped to put
into effect national bans on seal products throughout the world.

IFAW will continue to fight against this cruel and unsustainable
hunt until it is ended.

People hunt seals for different reasons. Some
people kill seals because they are a source of
food or clothing. This is subsistence hunting,
which IFAW is not opposed to. Most harp seals
in Canada are hunted only for their fur, which is
sold on the international market. This is called
Canada’s commercial seal hunt, and when we
talk about seal hunting on My Animal Island, it
is the commercial hunt we are talking about.

WHY PEOPLE HUNT SEALS

Harp seal pups are hunted for their silvery grey fur. The fur is used to
make coats, boots, and other luxury fashion products. In 2006, 98% of
the seal pups killed were between 2 weeks and 3 months of age.  Pups
at this age are called “beaters”, supposedly because these young animals
“beat” the surface of the water when they first try to swim and dive.

FRONT

GULF

In Canada, seals are hunted commercially in two
areas: the Gulf of St. Lawrence (known as the
“Gulf”) and off the shore of Newfoundland and
Labrador (known as the “Front”). In the Gulf,
seals are commonly clubbed with a stick with a
metal spike (called a hakapik), but on the Front
more seals are shot. Both methods can result in
a cruel and painful death for seals.

DID YOU KNOW

Sheryl Fink l IFAW

Some people also hunt
seals because they think
they are pests. This can
happen when fishermen
think that seals are
competing with them for
fish, or if a seal is
damaging a fisherman’s
nets or equipment.

Many people are surprised to learn that Canada still hunts baby harp

seals. But Canada’s hunt for harp seals is the largest marine

mammal hunt anywhere in the world. Between 2003-2006, over one

million seal pups were reported killed.

IFAW FIGHTING TO END CANADA’S
COMMERCIAL SEAL HUNT

IFAW has worked to end Canada’s commercial hunt for seals
since 1969, because of the cruelty and suffering it causes to
seals. Today IFAW’s efforts include:
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CAMPAIGN FOCUS
Harp Seals & Global Warming

In the Gulf of St. Lawrence, 2007 was one of the
worst ice years on record. As IFAW observers
searched the Southern Gulf for harp seal pups,
some scientists were predicting that pup
mortality could be as high as 100% in this
region. The Canadian government ignored IFAW’s
demands to stop the seal hunt, and allowed the
surviving seal pups to be hunted once they were
weaned. Because harp seals don’t start to
reproduce until they are 5 or 6 years of age, the
full impact of bad ice conditions will not be
evident for several years.

Harp seals need ice to give birth and
nurse their pups. If there is no ice,
they will be forced to give birth in
the water and their pups will die. If
they can find ice, but the ice breaks
before the seals are finished nursing
and strong enough to survive on
their own, the pups will also die. A
strong, solid ice platform is critical to
ensure the survival of this species.

HARP SEALS AT RISK FROM GLOBAL WARMING!

Unfortunately, ice conditions
have been worse than
normal in 10 out of the past
12 years in Atlantic Canada,
the very area where these
seals need ice to have their
pups. Some scientists are
raising concerns about the
survival of the harp seal in
a warmer future.

DID YOU KNOW

Working to stop the unsustainable hunting of harp seals. Right now, more
harp seals are being killed than are being born and surviving, and so the
population is getting smaller. With the increased threat to seals from
global warming, a sensible thing to do would be to stop the commercial
hunt for harp seals, and give these seals a chance to survive.
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A harp seal pup struggles to find solid
ice in the Gulf of St. Lawrence © IFAW l Stewart Cook

A strong, solid ice platform is critical to
ensure the survival of the harp seal!
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Conducting scientific research on changing ice conditions and assessing
the threats that global warming will have on harp seals and other seals
that need ice to survive.

Encouraging people to take action against global warming and to reduce
the threats to harp seals.

Raising public awareness about global warming and the likely impacts
on harp seals.

The scientific name of the harp seal is Pagophilus

groenlandicus, which means “the ice lover from Greenland”.

But harps seals don’t just “love” ice – they need it to survive!

In fact, harp seals are thought to be at increased risk from the

effects of global warming. 

Reducing our own energy consumption and carbon emissions!

Global warming is going to cause a lot of changes in the
future, and we don’t know what all of them will be. But when
we think that a species, like the harp seal, is going to lose
critical habitat because of global warming, there are some
things we can do to help the species survive. IFAW is…

IFAW HELPING SEALS IN A WARMING WORLD


