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Tiger,

A Loyal Companion

Age: 11 years (senior)
Sex: Male

Birthday: May 20th 2013
Weight: approx. 5 kg
Breed: European Shorthair, Tabby Ca

PERSONALITY

Tiger definitely has a special personality. He rules his domain
with an affectionate yet protective spirit. Any cat who dares to
trespass Tiger’s space, learns its lesson within minutes. Tiger
can become quite aggressive when it comes to defending his
domain and doesn’t avoid jumping on the intruder for a fight if
necessary. With his human family however, he purrs all the

time and enjoys every bit of quality time together.

Tiger sleeps most of the day, having his cat naps in his amazing
scratching post or demanding attention from me while he’s

peacefully sleeping on my lap.
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Tiger has recently been showing signs of stumbling. He’s
Vay NP , . . .
4;11readl11 so I won’t deny that Tiger is starting to experience

?;algg—relat_ed_ health issues, but I'll keep an eye on him and
= commit myself to giving him the best and happiest life a cat

A A{ ~could ever wish for. I've bought him a scratching post which he

27

i e '\,\-ﬁ%gsgs ever 7 and I'spend a lot of quality time with him.

Tiger has been vaccinated against all common diseases which
could harm cats. He gets well-fed and gets yearly vet check-ups
structurally along with occasional visits to the vet in the

meantime, when he’s showing signs of discomfort or pain.

ABOUT THE OWNER

I’m the proud owner of Tiger, a playful and adventurous tabby
cat with a big personality. I'd love to share Tiger’s story and the
joy he brings to my life. Ever since adopting him in 2018, we’ve
built an incredible bond filled with playtime and countless

unforgettable moments.

Through my passion for wildlife and conservation, I also create
educational content to inspire others to appreciate and protect
the animals we share this planet with. Tiger is not just my

pet—he’s a true friend, my companion, and a special part of my

journey. (Learn more at WildlifeoPedia)
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The Commercial Seal Hunt: An In-depth
Analytical Report

1. Introduction: Defining the Global Commercial Seal Hunt
Commercial seal hunting refers to the organized, large-scale hunting of seals primarily for the international and
domestic trade of their products, including pelts (fur), oil derived from blubber, meat, and other body parts
such as organs. This practice is distinct from traditional subsistence hunting carried out by Indigenous
communities for millennia, although overlaps and complex relationships exist. The terminology surrounding the
activity itself is contentious; proponents often refer to it as a "harvest” or a managed "fishery" , framing it as a
sustainable use of a natural resource. Conversely, opponents frequently employ terms like "slaughter,"
emphasizing the scale and methods involved, which they deem cruel. This linguistic divide underscores the deep
ethical and ideological conflicts inherent in the debate over commercial sealing, suggesting the very definition is
contested rather than neutral.

Large-scale commercial seal hunting is geographically concentrated in a few key nations. Canada hosts the largest

and most internationally scrutinized hunt, primarily occurring off its East Coast in the Gulf of St. Lawrence and

the waters northeast of Newfoundland, known as "the Front". Namibia conducts the only commercial seal hunt

in the Southern Hemisphere, targeting colonies at Cape Cross, Wolf Bay, and Atlas Bay. Norway pursues seals in
the West Ice (Greenland Sea), the East Ice (Barents Sea), and along its coast. Greenland maintains a significant

seal hunt, which, while deeply intertwined with Indigenous subsistence needs, also involves commercial
elements and exports. Russia historically participated, particularly in the White Sea, but has implemented bans
on hunting young seals and importing certain pelts.

Several seal species are the primary targets of these commercial operations. The Harp Seal (Pagophilus
groenlandicus) is the most heavily hunted, especially in Canada, where pups under three months old (often
called "beaters” after shedding their initial white coat) constitute the vast majority (up to 97%) of the commercial
catch. Harp seals are also hunted in Greenland and Norway. Hooded Seals (Cystophora cristata) are targeted
commercially to a lesser extent in Canada, Greenland, and Norway, with concerns about their population status
leading to recent hunting restrictions in some areas. Grey Seals (Halichoerus grypus) are hunted commercially in
Canada and along the Norwegian coast. In Namibia, the Cape Fur Seal (Arctocephalus pusillus pusillus) is the
target, with quotas set for both pups and adult bulls. Ringed Seals (Pusa hispida) are primarily associated with
Arctic Indigenous hunts but may be taken incidentally in Norwegian coastal hunts. The commercial seal hunt
remains a deeply divisive issue globally, pitting arguments of economic necessity, cultural tradition, and resource
management against profound concerns regarding animal welfare, conservation, and ethics. This report aims to
provide a comprehensive analysis of these multifaceted dimensions.

2. Historical Evolution: From Subsistence to Industrial Exploitation

While large-scale commercial sealing is a relatively modern phenomenon, the relationship between humans and
seals stretches back millennia. Archaeological evidence indicates that Indigenous peoples in the Arctic and
sub-Arctic regions, including the Inuit and First Nations in Canada and the Sami in Norway, have hunted seals
for at least 4,000-10,000 years. For these communities, seals were—and in many cases remain—a vital resource,
providing essential food (rich in fat, protein, vitamins, and iron), warm clothing, fuel for lamps from blubber,



and materials for tools, boats, and tents. Seal hunting is deeply woven into the cultural fabric, language, and
identity of communities like the Inuit, where it represents far more than just economic activity. This traditional
subsistence hunting, typically utilizing the entire animal and operating on a much smaller scale, stands in
contrast to the commercial hunts that emerged later.

European commercial interest in seals began tentatively. A cargo of fur seal skins from Uruguay reportedly sent
to Spain in 1515 marks an early example. In the North Atlantic, migratory fishermen started hunting seals off
Newfoundland and in the Gulf of St. Lawrence as early as the 1500s, initially to procure meat for local
settlements. Large-scale, organized commercial sealing became an annual event based out of Newfoundland
starting in 1723, expanding rapidly by the late 18th century. Early methods involved shore-based netting, but the
industry soon shifted to schooner-based hunts targeting migrating seals. The primary product driving this early
phase was oil rendered from seal blubber, a valuable commodity used for lamp fuel, cooking oil, lubricants, and
processing materials like leather and jute. Norway's commercial involvement began around 1795, with organized
expeditions departing from northern towns like Hammerfest and Tromse by the 1820s.

The 19th century witnessed a dramatic intensification of the hunt, often referred to as the "Golden Age of
Sealing". Advances in vessel technology, including the later introduction of steam-powered ships, allowed for
greater reach and efficiency. Kill rates soared, particularly in Newfoundland. Between 1818 and 1862, an
estimated 18 million seals were killed by Newfoundlanders alone. Annual catches averaged over half a million
seals in the early 1840s. This intense pressure inevitably led to marked declines in the harp seal population by the
1860s. Despite this, the slaughter continued, with another estimated 12.8 million seals killed by the turn of the
century, bringing the 19th-century total to a staggering 33 million animals, mostly newborn harp seals.
Norwegian sealing also expanded during this period, incorporating innovations like the grenade-tipped harpoon
cannon, initially developed for whaling. This historical pattern demonstrates a recurring cycle: market demand
(initially for oil) coupled with technological advancements drove exploitation to unsustainable levels, causing
population declines and impacting the industry's own profitability.

The 20th century brought further shifts. Steel-hulled ships maintained high catches in the early decades,
interrupted only by the World Wars when vessels were requisitioned. Following World War II, the hunt
intensified again, driven by higher oil prices and the introduction of motorized vessels. A crucial transition
occurred in the 1950s when Norwegian advancements in industrial-scale tanning technology made seal pelts a
highly valuable commodity. The hunt increasingly focused on fur, particularly the pristine white coats of
newborn harp seal pups. This era also saw continued high kill rates in Canada, averaging over 291,000 seals
annually between 1952 and 1970, which reduced the Northwest Atlantic harp seal population to an estimated 2
million by the late 1960s and prompted calls for conservation measures. Simultaneously, public awareness of the
hunt's nature began to grow. Humane societies sent observers in the 1950s, and media coverage, including
graphic films broadcast in the 1960s, exposed the methods used, particularly the clubbing of pups, to a wider
audience, sparking international outrage.

This growing public pressure and intensified campaigning by animal rights and environmental groups (like
Greenpeace, starting in 1976) culminated in significant market changes. In 1983, the European Economic
Community (EEC), responding to public outcry, banned the import of products from whitecoat harp seal pups
and blue-back hooded seal pups. This eliminated the primary market, leading Canada to ban the commercial
hunting of these young pups (whitecoats) in 1987. The commercial hunt nearly collapsed. However, it
experienced a government-supported revival in the mid-1990s following the 1992 collapse of the Atlantic cod
fishery. Canadian politicians, notably Fisheries Minister Brian Tobin, controversially blamed seals for the cod
stocks' failure to recover (a claim lacking scientific consensus) and introduced substantial subsidies to
reinvigorate the hunt, now targeting slightly older pups known as "beaters" for their pelts. This intervention led



to a resurgence in kill numbers through the late 1990s and 2000s. This period also saw increased demand from
East Asian markets for male seal genitalia, believed to possess aphrodisiac qualities. The narrative justifying the
hunt clearly shifted during this time; while always having an economic basis, the post-cod collapse era saw the
introduction and emphasis of population control and ecosystem management arguments as a primary rationale,
adapting to the loss of the main fur market and heightened welfare concerns. Meanwhile, Namibia formalized its
own sealing regulations throughout the 20th century, while neighboring South Africa banned the practice
entirely in 1990.

3. Economic Dimensions: Products, Markets, and Community Reliance

The commercial seal hunt generates a range of products, with their relative importance fluctuating based on
market demand and regulations. Historically, seal oil rendered from blubber was paramount, used for lighting,
heating, lubrication, and cooking. While its industrial significance has waned, seal oil is now primarily marketed
as a source of Omega-3 fatty acids, sold in capsule form as a health supplement in Canada, Europe, and Asia.
Some proponents claim it offers superior absorption compared to fish oil.

Pelts, or furs, became the dominant product from the mid-20th century onwards and often remain the most

valuable component of the commercial hunt. These are used to produce fashion garments, such as coats and

trim, as well as accessories like boots and bags. The targeting of young seals, particularly "beater” harp seals in
Canada, is driven by the desire for their "prime" condition skins, which fetch higher prices.

Seal meat is a staple in Indigenous subsistence hunting but has a very limited commercial market. In many
commercial operations, particularly in Canada, seal carcasses are reportedly left on the ice after pelting and
blubber removal, leading to accusations of waste. However, there are ongoing efforts, supported by governments
like Canada’s, to promote seal meat for human consumption as a niche product or delicacy, and potentially for
animal feed.

Other niche products contribute to the hunt's economics. Seal penises and other sexual organs have been sold in
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Asian markets, particularly China, as traditional medicine or aphrodisiacs. There is also research into the
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potential use of harp seal heart valves for human transplants, cited by Canadian authorities as a promising
high-value market, though its commercial realization remains uncertain. Leather and handicrafts are also
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produced on a smaller scale.

Historically, Europe was the principal market for seal products, first for oil and later for pelts. However,
widespread public opposition led to significant trade restrictions. The US Marine Mammal Protection Act of
1972 severely limited imports. The EU implemented bans on whitecoat pup products in 1983 and a broader ban
on products from commercial hunts in 2009 (with exceptions for Indigenous hunts). This EU ban was
challenged by Canada and Norway at the World Trade Organization but ultimately upheld, with the WTO
acknowledging that trade restrictions can be justified on the basis of public moral concerns regarding animal
welfare. Russia, once a major importer of Canadian seal pelts, banned these imports in 2011. Numerous other
countries, including Mexico, Croatia, India, and Taiwan, have also implemented bans. These cumulative market
closures have drastically reduced demand and depressed prices for seal products globally. Consequently, the
industry has increasingly turned towards remaining markets, primarily in Asia, especially China, for pelts, oil,
and niche products like genitalia. Norway remains a significant player, not just through its own hunt but also via
subsidiaries like Carino Ltd. (owned by GC Rieber) that process and market Canadian pelts. Other key
commercial entities include PhocaLux International Inc. in Canada and the Hatem Yavuz group, a major buyer
and processor of Namibian seal products, reportedly controlling a large share of the global trade.
Proponents argue that the seal hunt is crucial for the livelihoods of individuals in coastal, rural, and remote



communities, particularly in Atlantic Canada, Quebec, Nunavut, Greenland, Norway, and Namibia, where
alternative employment opportunities may be scarce.

For many participants, sealing is an off-season activity supplementing income from commercial fishing.
Canadian government documents from 2008 suggested sealing could provide up to 35% of a sealer's annual
income (totaling approx. C$25,000) for over 6,000 participants. However, other sources, often from opposing
groups, state the contribution is much smaller, perhaps only 5% (one-twentieth) of annual income. Participation
rates also appear relatively low; estimates suggest fewer than 6,000 active sealers in Newfoundland (less than 1%
of the population) , and fewer than 1,000 active commercial license holders across Canada in 2016. In Namibia,
the hunt reportedly employs fewer than 100 local men for the clubbing.

Despite claims of economic necessity for participants, the overall contribution of the commercial seal hunt to
regional and national economies is generally very small. In Newfoundland, where most Canadian sealers reside,
income from the hunt reportedly accounts for less than 0.5% or 1% of the provincial economy. Furthermore, the
economic viability of the hunt appears heavily reliant on government support. Pelt prices and overall landed
values have plummeted since a peak in the mid-2000s (e.g., Canadian harp seal pelts dropped from over C100 in
2006 to C25-30 in recent years). Both Canada and Norway provide significant financial assistance through
direct subsidies, support for processors (e.g., loans to Canadian processors Carino and PhocaLux ), icebreaking
services, international lobbying efforts, and search and rescue operations. Norwegian subsidies have been
reported to cover up to 80% of hunters' revenue, amounting to NOK 2.5 million (approx. €250k / $270k USD)
in recent years.

Norway briefly eliminated these subsidies for the 2015 budget, leading to no hunt in 2016, but they were
subsequently reinstated. Critics argue that the costs associated with supporting and enforcing the hunt may
exceed its direct economic benefits. In Namibia, seal watching tourism has been estimated to generate
substantially more revenue (over USD $2 million in 2008) than the landed value of the seal hunt (approx. USD
$513,000 in 2008). This significant disconnect between the narrative of economic necessity for communities and
the broader economic data suggests that the persistence of the commercial hunt may be driven less by pure
market forces and more by socio-political considerations, cultural identity arguments, industry lobbying, and
governmental resistance to external pressures to end the practice.

The reliance on collapsing Western markets and the subsequent shift towards niche Asian markets, often for
products like seal genitalia with specific cultural uses, introduces a new layer of economic vulnerability. The
industry's future appears precariously dependent on maintaining access and demand within these limited,
specific market segments, susceptible to further trade restrictions, shifts in consumer preferences, or geopolitical
factors.



Table 3.1: Economic Overview of Commercial Seal Hunts (Illustrative Recent Data)

Feature Canada Namibia Norway
Managing Authority Fisheries and Oceans Ministry of Fisheries and |Ministry of Trade, Industry
Canada (DFO) Marine Resources and Fisheries / Fisheries
Directorate
Avg. Annual Landed Low; ~1IM CDN in ~$513k USD in 2008 ; Limited data; bulk of
Value 2009/10 Recent value likely low due| income now from oil, not
[span_327](start_span)[spa to market limits pelts

n_327](end_span); Pelt
prices C25-30 recently vs

>$100 peak
Key Products Pelts (historically primary),| Pelts (pups), Genitalia  [Oil (Omega-3), Meat, Pelts
Omega-3 Oil, Meat (bulls), Oil, Meat (limited market)

(limited market), Heart
Valves (potential)
Est. Subsidies/Support |Significant; >$50M federal | Less documented; Govt. | Heavy; ~80% of revenue,

funding (past 2 decades) ; cites state revenue NOK 2.5M recently ;
Loans to processors, contribution Briefly removed 2015,
icebreaking, lobbying reinstated
% Regional/National | Very small; <0.5% - <1% of | Likely very small; Fishing [ Limited importance to
GDP Newfoundland economy | overall is key sector, but national economy
hunt contribution minor
Est. Direct Participation Declining; <6,000 <100 local clubbers Few vessels participate;
fishermen (NF) ; <1,000 hunt described as
active commercial licenses tradition/adventure for
(2016) ; 393 sealers (2014) some

Note: Economic data is often fragmented, varies by year, and may be presented differently by proponents and
opponents. This table provides an illustrative summary based on available snippets.

4. Hunfting Practices and Regulatory Frameworks Across Nations

The methods employed in commercial seal hunts vary depending on the country, the target species, the
environment (ice floes vs. land), and regulations. In Canada, the Marine Mammal Regulations (MMR) permit
the use of high-powered rifles, shotguns firing slugs, clubs (typically wooden), and hakapiks—heavy clubs with a
metal spike resembling an ice pick. Rifles are more common on the open ice floes of "the Front,” while clubs and
hakapiks are frequently used in the more consolidated ice conditions of the Gulf of St. Lawrence. A significant
challenge highlighted by critics is that shooting often occurs from moving vessels targeting seals on moving ice
floes, increasing the risk of wounding animals rather than achieving an instant kill.

In Namibia, the hunt for Cape fur seals involves distinct methods for pups and bulls. Pups, which are the
primary target by number, are rounded up from their colonies on land by teams of men and then killed by
clubbing, typically involving a blow to the head followed by stabbing the heart. The process of herding and
containing large groups of agitated pups on rough terrain presents significant challenges for humane handling
and effective stunning. Adult bulls are typically shot with rifles.



Norway utilizes both firearms (shooting from vessels) and hakapiks or clubs, primarily targeting harp seals in
the Greenland Sea (West Ice) and historically the Barents Sea (East Ice), as well as coastal seals. Similar to Canada,
the practice of shooting moving seals from moving boats has drawn criticism for its potential inhumaneness.
In Greenland, hunting methods are diverse and reflect the strong connection to traditional practices. Rifles and
harpoons are common, and netting is a significant method, particularly for catching ringed seals under the ice
during the dark winter months. Methods can vary considerably by region and season, sometimes governed by
local bylaws aimed at protecting traditional hunting techniques.

Regulatory frameworks oversee these hunts, though their effectiveness is often debated. Canada’s hunt is
managed as a fishery by the Department of Fisheries and Oceans (DFO) under federal legislation like the
Fisheries Act and the Marine Mammal Regulations (MMR). Management relies on an Integrated Fisheries
Management Plan and a Precautionary Approach Framework, which involves setting annual Total Allowable
Catch (TAC) quotas based on scientific population assessments. However, these TACs have often far exceeded
actual harvest levels in recent years, indicating that market demand, not the quota, is the limiting factor. This
gap raises questions about the practical relevance of the large quotas and suggests that management may be less
active than the framework implies, as noted by a Canadian Senate committee. Participation requires a
commercial or personal use license. Since 1987, hunting newborn "whitecoat” harp seals has been illegal.

In 2009, responding to welfare concerns, DFO mandated a three-step humane harvesting process for licensed
hunters: 1) striking/shooting the seal, 2) checking for irreversible unconsciousness (skull crushed, no blink
reflex), and 3) bleeding the seal for at least one minute before skinning. Training in this process is mandatory.
DFO states it monitors the hunt, but critics frequently challenge the adequacy of enforcement, citing observed
violations. Recently, Canada expanded eligibility for personal use licenses to new provinces.

Namibia's Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources manages the hunt under the Marine Resources Act,
setting annual quotas for Cape fur seal pups and bulls (e.g., 80,000 pups and 6,000 bulls in recent years).
Regulations exist governing the hunt process, such as stipulating that small groups of pups should be released
from the main round-up to be clubbed. However, adherence to these regulations has been questioned, with
allegations of violations and an ongoing investigation by the Namibian Ombudsman mentioned. Historical
regulations governing sealing in the territory date back to 1922. Recent parliamentary discussions have included
proposals to increase quotas and extend the hunting season to better utilize the quotas, alongside calls for stricter
penalties for labor mistreatment on fishing vessels.

Norway's hunt is overseen by the Ministry of Trade, Industry and Fisheries and the Fisheries Directorate.
Quotas are set based on scientific advice from bodies like the International Council for the Exploration of the
Sea (ICES) for hunts in the West Ice and East Ice , and for coastal seals (common/harbour and grey seals).
Regulations prohibit hunting during breeding seasons and, for specific hunts like the Greenland/harp seal hunt
in the West/East Ice, forbid the taking of females in breeding lairs and dependent pups. Foreign nationals can
participate in the coastal hunt under specific conditions, including documented proficiency and hunting
alongside experienced Norwegian hunters. While the regulations permit the use of hakapiks and clubs , animal
welfare inspectors are typically required on board sealing vessels, although this requirement was controversially
suspended during the COVID-19 pandemic, raising concerns.

Greenland's hunt management reflects its unique context. The Ministry of Fisheries, Hunting and Agriculture
issues permits under a dual system: full-time licenses for those proving hunting is a primary income source (at
least 50%), and leisure-time licenses for residents over 12. Harbour and grey seals are currently protected. For
other species, there are no quotas, but harvest levels are controlled through the permit system and mandatory
annual catch reporting by all hunters. National laws and local municipal bylaws further regulate hunting



methods, seasons, and areas, sometimes prohibiting motorized transport to protect traditional practices. Specific
guidelines exist to facilitate the export of products from Inuit hunts to the EU market under the established

exemption.

Despite the existence of regulations across all jurisdictions, particularly those mandating humane practices like
Canada's three-step process, a fundamental tension persists. The inherent conditions of many commercial
hunts—such as operating on unstable ice from moving boats, the speed required for efficiency, the scale of the
killing, and the natural behavior of the animals (like Namibian pups attempting to flee during
round-ups)—make the consistent and verifiable achievement of humane killing exceptionally challenging. This
difficulty is reflected in persistent reports from veterinarians and observers documenting significant levels of
cruelty, non-compliance with regulations, and inadequate stunning, fueling skepticism about the practical
effectiveness of the regulatory frameworks in preventing animal suffering.

Table 4.1: Comparative Overview of Commercial Seal Hunt Regulations (c. 2024)

by critics

Feature Canada Namibia Norway Greenland
Managing Fisheries & Oceans | Min. of Fisheries & Min. of Trade, Min. of Fisheries,
Authority Canada (DFO) Marine Resources [Industry & Fisheries / Hunting &

Fisheries Directorate Agriculture
Key Fisheries Act, Marine| Marine Resources | Fisheries Legislation, | National Executive
Legislation/Policy |Mammal Regulations Act Specific Hunt Order (2010),
(MMR), Integrated Regulations Hunting/Wildlife
Fisheries Mgmt Plan, Laws, Local Bylaws
Precautionary
Approach
Quota System | TAC quotas (Harp, | Annual quotas for [Quotas for West/East| No quotas for most
Grey, Hooded) based| Cape Fur pups & | Ice (Harp) based on |  species; Harvest
on science/PA bulls ICES advice; Coastal [controlled via permits
framework; often quotas (Grey, & reporting;
unmet Common) Harbour/Grey seals
protected
Regulated Methods| Rifles, shotguns, [Pups: Clubbing after [Rifles, hakapiks/clubs[Rifles, harpoons, netsj
clubs, hakapiks round-up; Bulls: Varies by
Rifles region/season
Key Welfare Rules [ Mandatory 3-Step Regulations on Ban on hunting | Harbour/Grey seals
Process (Stun, Check,|clubbing process (e.g.,| ~during breeding |protected; Local rules
Bleed); Whitecoat ban| ~ small groups);  |season; Ban on taking may apply
(since 1987) Adherence pups/females in lairs
questioned (specific hunts);
Hakapik/club use
allowed
Monitoring DFO Ministry oversight | On-board inspectors [ Mandatory annual
Approach monitoring/enforcem claimed ; typically required | catch reporting by
ent claimed; Ombudsman (suspended during hunters
Effectiveness disputed| investigation noted COVID)




5. The Controversy: Animal Welfare, Conservation, and Ethical Concerns (Opposition Arguments)

Opposition to the commercial seal hunt is widespread and multifaceted, primarily driven by profound concerns
over animal welfare but also encompassing conservation, ecological, economic, and ethical arguments. The
central and most visceral objection relates to the perceived cruelty of the hunting methods. Critics argue that
clubbing, using hakapiks, and shooting seals (especially from unstable platforms like moving boats onto moving
ice) are inherently inhumane practices. These methods carry a high risk of only wounding the animals, leading
to agonizing deaths from blood loss, drowning after slipping back into the water injured, or suffocation.

These claims are substantiated by numerous independent veterinary assessments and eyewitness reports. Studies
conducted on the Canadian hunt, particularly in 2001 and 2007, concluded that the hunt failed to meet basic
animal welfare standards. These veterinary reports documented high rates of non-compliance with regulations,
failure by sealers to ensure animals were dead before skinning (one study found insufhicient evidence of cranial
injury to guarantee unconsciousness in 42% of cases studied), high wounding rates, and seals being left to suffer
for extended periods. Similar concerns have been raised about the Norwegian hunt based on veterinary reports
documenting suffering , and the Namibian hunt, where the round-up process itself causes stress and the
clubbing of moving pups often results in ineftective stunning.

Accounts from journalists, parliamentarians, and hunt observers consistently corroborate these findings,
describing scenes of conscious pups being impaled with boat hooks, dragged across the ice, shot and left
wounded, or stockpiled while still dying. The targeting of very young seals—predominantly pups under three
months old in Canada and nursing pups in Namibia—is seen as particularly egregious by opponents.

Beyond immediate welfare concerns, opponents raise questions about the long-term sustainability and
conservation status of hunted populations. They point to historical instances where high kill levels led to drastic
population declines, such as the near two-thirds reduction in the Northwest Atlantic harp seal population in the

1950s and 60s. Critics argue that current management regimes, like Canada's, may not adequately apply the
precautionary principle, potentially allowing unsustainable harvest levels that threaten populations, especially

given the delayed impact of killing young animals before they reproduce. The recent assessment placing the
NWA harp seal stock in the "Cautious Zone" under Canada's own framework lends weight to these concerns.

Specific worries also exist for stocks like the depleted Greenland Sea hooded seal population.

The escalating impacts of climate change add a critical layer to these conservation concerns, particularly for
ice-dependent species like harp and ringed seals. Declining sea ice extent and quality directly impact the seals’
essential breeding and nursing platforms. Poor ice conditions have been linked to extremely high pup mortality
rates in some years, with pups drowning or being crushed by shifting ice before they are old enough to survive
independently. Climate change is also altering seal distribution, feeding patterns, and potentially overall health,
with observations of reduced blubber thickness in some Arctic populations. Opponents argue that current
management quotas fail to adequately account for this additional, climate-driven mortality, making established
harvest levels potentially even less sustainable.

This environmental pressure challenges the baseline assumptions of many population models and strengthens
the case for a more conservative management approach. Ethical objections form another core component of the
opposition. Many find the large-scale killing of marine mammals, especially for products considered
non-essential luxuries like fur, to be morally unacceptable. The justification for the EU trade ban, upheld by the
WTO, explicitly cited public moral concerns over the nature of the hunt.



Opponents also challenge the economic arguments put forth by proponents. They characterize the hunt as an
economically marginal industry, heavily reliant on government subsidies to remain afloat. They argue that
alternatives, such as federal buyouts of sealing licenses or promoting non-consumptive industries like
seal-watching tourism (which demonstrably generates more revenue in Namibia), are viable options.
Furthermore, they point to the damage the controversial hunt inflicts on the international reputation of
countries like Canada, potentially leading to broader economic repercussions such as seafood boycotts.

Finally, opponents contest the ecological justification that sealing is necessary to protect fish stocks, particularly
cod. They argue that overfishing by humans is the primary cause of depleted fish populations, not seal predation.
Scientific studies indicate that seal diets are complex and varied; while they do eat commercial species, these
often form only a fraction of their diet, and they also consume significant predators of those same commercial
fish. Some scientists even warn that culling seals could potentially hinder, rather than help, the recovery of
valuable fish stocks by disrupting complex predator-prey relationships.

The strength of the opposition movement stems from its ability to weave together these diverse strands of
argument—rvisceral ethical outrage over cruelty, scientific data on welfare and conservation, the emerging threat
of climate change, and critiques of the hunt's economic foundations. This comprehensive narrative has proven

highly eftective in shaping public opinion and influencing international policy, most notably leading to the
widespread trade bans that have significantly impacted the commercial sealing industry.

6. The Controversy: Cultural Significance, Economic Arguments, and Management Claims
(Proponent Arguments)

Proponents of the commercial seal hunt present a counter-narrative grounded in cultural heritage, economic
necessity for specific communities, and principles of sustainable wildlife management. A central pillar of their
argument is the deep cultural significance of sealing, not only for Indigenous peoples like the Inuit, for whom it
is a constitutionally protected right in Canada and intrinsically linked to identity and subsistence, but also for
non-Indigenous coastal communities in regions like Newfoundland and Labrador, Norway, and Greenland,
where it represents a long-standing tradition and way of life. They emphasize the historical continuity of the
practice and its role in shaping community identity. While acknowledging the distinction between Indigenous
subsistence hunts (often exempt from international bans ) and the larger commercial hunt, proponents argue
that both are legitimate expressions of cultural heritage and resource use in regions with strong maritime
traditions.

The argument of economic necessity is frequently invoked, asserting that sealing provides vital income,
particularly as an off-season activity for fishermen, in remote coastal and northern regions where alternative
employment opportunities are scarce. Government sources and industry groups highlight the number of
participants (e.g., over 6,000 sealers cited in Canada in 2008 ) and the potential contribution to individual
incomes. In Namibia, the government cites the hunt's contribution to state revenue and attraction of foreign
investment as justifications. The hunt also supports related activities like processing and marketing.
Proponents consistently frame the hunt not as an uncontrolled slaughter but as a form of sustainable wildlife
management, often referring to it as a "harvest” or "fishery” conducted under strict government regulation. They
emphasize that quotas (Total Allowable Catch - TACs) are set based on scientific advice from national bodies
(like DFO in Canada) and international organizations (like ICES for Norway) to ensure that harvests do not
threaten the long-term health of seal populations.



They assert that the targeted populations, particularly harp seals in Canada and Cape fur seals in Namibia, are
abundant, healthy, and number in the millions, capable of sustaining regulated harvests. The argument is also
made that managing seal populations through hunting is necessary to prevent overabundance, which could lead
to increased natural mortality from disease or starvation, and to maintain balance within the marine ecosystem.
A key component of the ecosystem management argument revolves around the perceived impact of seals on
commercially important fish stocks. Proponents claim that large seal populations consume vast quantities of fish
like cod, capelin, and mackerel, thereby hindering the recovery of depleted stocks and directly competing with
human fisheries. For instance, Canadian government sources have estimated that harp seals off the East Coast
consume millions of tonnes of fish annually , and industry groups claim consumption levels exceed decades of
human fishing effort for certain species. Similarly, Namibian authorities justify the hunt by stating seals consume
excessive amounts of fish that could otherwise be used for human consumption. Therefore, seal harvesting is
presented as a necessary tool to protect valuable fisheries and restore ecological balance.

Additional justifications include mitigating damage seals cause to fishing gear and aquaculture sites, and
controlling populations of seals that host parasites like codworm, which reduce the market value of fish. This
"seals eat all the fish" narrative, while scientifically contested regarding its simplicity and the magnitude of the
impact, remains a powerful and persistent argument used to garner support for the hunt, particularly within

fishing communities and political spheres potentially overlooking more complex ecological factors and the
primary role of fisheries management itself.

Regarding animal welfare, proponents assert that the hunt is conducted humanely and adheres to strict
regulations designed to minimize suffering, such as Canada's mandatory three-step process (stun, check, bleed).
They argue that the methods used are as humane, if not more so, than those employed in the harvesting of other
wild game or even domesticated livestock for food. Claims made by opponents, such as seals being skinned alive,

are vehemently denied as illegal, impractical (as it would damage the valuable pelt), and immoral. Finally,

proponents often emphasize the principle of full utilization, stating that various parts of the seal—including
meat, oil, and pelts—are used, thereby minimizing waste and respecting the harvested animal. This contrasts
with opponent claims that carcasses are frequently abandoned after pelting.

The proponent's case for the commercial seal hunt strategically blends these arguments—cultural tradition,
economic benefit, sustainable management, ecosystem balance, and humane practices—to create a
comprehensive justification. The specific emphasis may shift depending on the audience; cultural heritage might
be highlighted domestically, while ecosystem management claims are often used to counter international
criticism and justify the hunt as a necessary conservation tool.

7. Contemporary Landscape: Market Shifts, Trade Regulations, and Climate Impacts

The commercial seal hunt globally operates within a challenging contemporary landscape shaped by depressed
markets, restrictive international trade regulations, and the growing impacts of climate change. Recent harvest
levels across major hunting nations reflect these pressures, consistently falling far short of officially permitted
quotas (TACs). In Canada, the TAC for harp seals has been set at 400,000 annually since 2011, yet actual
landings averaged only around 31,244 per year between 2021 and 2024—less than 8% of the allowable catch.
The 2015 harvest was the lowest recorded since 1986. Norway has also seen catches below quota levels; in 2024,
only 2,069 harp seals were taken in the West Ice against a quota of 7,397, and participation in the East Ice hunt
has ceased in recent years. Namibia frequently does not fill its quotas for Cape fur seals due to market
limitations. In Greenland, reported catches have also declined, potentially due to hunters shifting effort towards
more lucrative fisheries like cod. This persistent gap between allowable and actual harvests strongly indicates that



market demand and economic viability, rather than the availability of seals as defined by management bodies, are
the primary factors currently limiting the scale of the commercial hunt [Insight 4.2].

Market dynamics remain unfavorable for the industry. Demand for traditional fur products has continued to
decline, reflected in persistently low prices for pelts. Canadian harp seal pelts, which peaked at over C100 in
2006, recently fetched only C25-30. This has forced the industry to seek alternative markets and products. Asian
countries, particularly China, have become the main destinations for remaining exports, including pelts, seal oil,
and niche products like seal genitalia.

This shift concentrates market risk and relies on specific, potentially volatile demands. Efforts are ongoing to
develop and promote other products, such as Omega-3 supplements, potential medical applications like heart
valves, and seal meat for human consumption, but these markets remain relatively small or unproven. Overall,

the industry is widely described as struggling and heavily dependent on government support to continue
operating.

International trade regulations remain a major impediment. The US market has been largely closed since the
Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972. The EU'’s 2009 ban on commercial seal products, justified on moral
grounds and upheld by the WTO, eliminated a critical market. While exceptions exist for products from
Indigenous hunts (facilitated in Canada by programs like CMAPS ) and for personal use by travelers , these do
not support large-scale commercial trade. Russia’s 2011 ban on harp seal pelt imports was another significant
blow, particularly for Canada. Numerous other countries have followed suit with import bans. These regulatory
actions, driven largely by animal welfare concerns, have fundamentally reshaped the global market and severely
curtailed the economic prospects of commercial sealing.

Compounding these market and regulatory challenges is the escalating impact of climate change. As detailed
previously, declining sea ice poses a direct threat to ice-dependent species like harp seals, impacting their
breeding success, pup survival, and overall habitat availability. This adds a significant layer of ecological
uncertainty to future population trends and complicates the setting of sustainable harvest levels, potentially
rendering current management strategies based on historical data inadequate.

The confluence of collapsing traditional markets, restrictive trade regulations driven by ethical concerns, the
difficulty of establishing viable new markets, and increasing ecological pressure from climate change places the
global commercial seal hunt in a highly precarious position [Insight 7.1]. Its future appears uncertain and
increasingly detached from purely economic or ecological drivers. Despite these challenges, government policies
in key hunting nations often appear reactive, focusing on maintaining the status quo through subsidies and
market development initiatives rather than proactively facilitating a transition for dependent communities
towards more sustainable alternatives. This approach persists even as economic returns dwindle and ecological
warnings, such as the recent 'Cautious’ status designation for Northwest Atlantic harp seals, become more
pronounced [Insight 7.2].



Table 7.2: Recent Commercial Seal Harvest Data Examples (Illustrative, c. 2021-2024)

Country Year Species  [Quota (TAC) | Actual Landed | Primary Market
Catch* Destination (if
known)
Canada 2024 Harp Seal {400,000 (set in 31,764 Primarily Carino (NL
2011) processor, exports
likely to Asia/Norway
Canada 2023 Harp Seal 400,000 39,922 As above
Canada 2022 Harp Seal 400,000 27,266 As above
Canada 2021 Harp Seal 400,000 26,426 As above
Namibia 2023 Cape Fur Seal | 80,000 pups, |Likely below quota| China / Asia (pelts,
6,000 bulls | due to bad market genitals, oil)
Norway 2024 Harp Seal 7,397 2,069 Domestic (oil, meat),
(West Ice) potentially niche
exports
Norway 2023 Harp Seal 11,548 1,877 As above
(West Ice)
Norway 2023/24  |Harp Seal (East|7,000 (Russian| 0 (No Norwegian N/A
Ice) allocationto | participation)
Norway)
Greenland ~2014 Harp Seal No quota ~63,000 EU (Inuit exception),
(preliminary) Domestic
Greenland ~2014 Ringed Seal No quota | ~62,000 (avg last 5| Domestic (skin trade
yrs prior to 2016) |limited recently due to
surplus)

Note: Data availability and reporting periods vary. Canadian TAC has remained unchanged for years despite low
catches. Greenland data is older but illustrates scale. Actual Landed Catch may vary from true catch. This is
because hunters often do not need to report the seals they try to kill but escape into the water and often eventually die
hours later. This means the true catch might be up to twice as high as the Actual Landed Catch.

8. Ecological Dimensions: Seal Populations, Ecosystem Roles, and Scientific Assessments

Understanding the ecological context is crucial for evaluating the sustainability and impact of commercial seal
hunting. Scientific assessments of the targeted populations reveal a complex and varied picture. The Northwest
Atlantic Harp Seal population, the primary target of the Canadian hunt, experienced significant recovery from
lows in the 1970s, peaking at an estimated 7.5 million animals in 1998. However, the most recent assessment by

Canada's Department of Fisheries and Oceans (DFO) estimated the population at 4.4 million in 2024,
representing a decline from 5.6 million in 2019 at a rate of about 4.7% per year.

This decline, coupled with the lowest pup production estimate since 1994 recorded in 2022, led DFO to classify
the stock as being in the "Cautious Zone" under its Precautionary Approach Framework. While proponents
continue to emphasize that the population numbers in the millions, this official designation signals increased
concern about the stock's status. Harp seal populations in the Greenland Sea (West Ice) and Barents Sea/White
Sea (East Ice) are also monitored, with uncertainty noted for the White Sea stock due to outdated pup



production data.

In contrast, the Cape Fur Seal population targeted in Namibia, inhabiting the highly productive Benguela
Current Large Marine Ecosystem, is considered abundant and stable, estimated at around 1.5 to 1.6 million
animals within Namibian waters (part of a larger regional population). Having recovered from historical
over-exploitation, the population may now be at or near its environmental carrying capacity. Despite its
abundance, the species is listed under CITES Appendix II, indicating that international trade must be
controlled to avoid utilization incompatible with its survival.

The status of other hunted species varies. The Hooded Seal stock in the Greenland Sea remains severely
depleted from past over-exploitation, estimated at less than 30% of historical levels, leading to a halt in
commercial hunting. Grey Seal populations in Atlantic Canada have increased significantly in recent decades,
with a 2021 estimate of over 366,000 animals. Similarly, coastal populations of Common (Harbour) and Grey
Seals in Norway have increased and expanded their range. This heterogeneity in population status across
different species and regions complicates generalized claims about the sustainability of "the" seal hunt;
assessments must be specific to each stock [Insight 8.1].

Seals play significant roles within their marine ecosystems. As predators, they consume a variety of prey,
including fish, squid, and crustaceans, with diets varying by species, location, and season. Harp seals are
considered opportunistic feeders , while Cape fur seals primarily consume fish (around 70%) and squid (around
20%). Seals are also prey for larger marine predators like sharks, orcas, and polar bears. Some ecological
perspectives view seals as keystone species that help maintain ecosystem balance and contribute to nutrient
cycling through their movements and waste.

The debate over the impact of seals on commercially valuable fish stocks remains highly polarized and is a
cornerstone of the justification for hunts in Canada and Namibia. Proponents argue that burgeoning seal
populations consume excessive quantities of fish like cod, hindering stock recovery and negatively impacting
human fisheries. However, many scientific analyses and conservation groups counter that overfishing is the
primary driver of fish stock depletion. They emphasize that seal diets are often diverse, including
non-commercial fish and predators of commercial fish, and that targeted species like cod may only constitute a
small portion of their overall consumption. Reducing seal populations, therefore, may not necessarily lead to the
recovery of commercial fish stocks and could potentially disrupt complex ecosystem dynamics. The persistent
"seals vs. fish" framing often appears as a simplification used for political and economic justification, potentially
obscuring more nuanced ecological interactions and the critical role of fisheries management practices [Insight
8.2].

Scientific assessments underpinning management decisions are conducted by various national and international
bodies. DFO in Canada performs regular stock assessments and utilizes management frameworks like the
Precautionary Approach. A Canadian Senate committee recently called for enhanced research efforts, including
greater collaboration and the incorporation of Indigenous knowledge, potentially through a dedicated Seal
Studies Centre of Excellence. In the North Atlantic, ICES provides crucial scientific advice informing quotas set
by Norway and potentially other nations. NAFO also contributes scientific advice for the Northwest Atlantic.
NAMMCO serves as a regional forum for Greenland, Norway, Iceland, and the Faroe Islands to cooperate on
marine mammal research and management. The European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) has provided
opinions on animal welfare aspects. For the Namibian context, research within the framework of the Benguela
Current Commission is relevant.



Table 8.1: Population Status and Trends of Key Commercially Hunted Seal Species (Illustrative)

Species | Region/Stock Estimated Population | Management Body | Key Ecological Notes
Population (Most |Trend / Status Assessment
Recent)
Harp Seal Northwest 4.4 million (2024) |Declining (since| DFO: Cautious Zone Ice-dependent
Atlantic 2019); Lowest (2024) (breeding),
pup prod. since Opportunistic feeder
'94 (in 2022)
Harp Seal | Greenland Sea [Pup prod. ~93k (2022,|Uncertain; 2022| ICES provides quota Ice-dependent
(West Ice) manual); Stock pup prod. advice
assessed by similar to
ICES/NAMMCO 2002-2012,
higher than
2018
Harp Seal White Sea/ | Uncertain; Pup prod.| Uncertain; | ICES recommended Ice-dependent
Barents Sea (East| estimates declined Recent pup stopping harvest
Ice) 2003-2013; Data poor| prod. estimate | (2024); Russia set
needed quota regardless
Cape Fur Seall  Namibia / ~1.5-1.6 million Stable; Possibly | Namibian quotas set| Highly productive
Benguela (Namibia); ~2M at carrying annually; CITES | upwelling zone; Diet
Current regional capacity App. 1T ~70% fish, 20% squid
Hooded Seal | Greenland Sea | ~80,000 (low); Pup Severely Commercial hunt Ice-dependent
(WestIce) [ prod. ~11-13k (2022) | depleted (<30% stopped;
historical); ICES/NAMMCO
Trend uncertain assess
Grey Seal |Atlantic Canada| 366,400 (2021) Increasing | DFO: Healthy Zone | Coastal / ice associated
significantly | (implied by harvest
allowance)
Common/H| Norway Coast [Populations increased,| Increasing |Norwegian quotasset| Coastal, Grey seals
arbour & range expanded to regulate growth wider ranging
Grey Seal

Note: Population estimates and assessments are subject to ongoing research and updates.

9. Synthesis and Outlook: The Future of Commercial Sealing

The global commercial seal hunt exists at the confluence of deeply entrenched, conflicting forces. The analysis
reveals fundamental tensions between claims of economic necessity for remote communities and the

documented reality of questionable market viability, significant reliance on government subsidies, and the
existence of potentially more lucrative alternatives like tourism. Arguments invoking cultural heritage,
particularly potent for Indigenous groups but also extended to non-Indigenous coastal traditions, clash with

widespread international ethical objections and profound animal welfare concerns fueled by decades of

documented cruelty and the inherent challenges of ensuring humane killing in harsh environments.




Furthermore, assertions of sustainable, scientifically-managed harvests are countered by evidence of past
over-exploitation, current concerns about the status of key stocks like Northwest Atlantic harp seals, the
contested ecological role of seals versus the impact of overfishing, and the looming, unpredictable effects of
climate change on ice-dependent species.

Several global trends are actively shaping the hunt's future. Market forces remain largely unfavorable. Weak
demand for traditional fur products persists, and the industry faces significant hurdles in developing stable,
large-scale markets for alternative products like meat or oil. International trade bans enacted by major economic
blocs like the EU and influential nations like the US and Russia, primarily driven by public moral objections to
the hunt's perceived cruelty, continue to severely restrict market access.

The WTO's ruling upholding the EU ban set a significant precedent, affirming the legitimacy of trade
restrictions based on public morality concerning animal welfare. Concurrently, climate change represents an
undeniable and growing ecological pressure, particularly for Arctic and sub-Arctic species like the harp seal,

introducing profound uncertainty into population dynamics and challenging the assumptions underpinning
traditional management strategies. Negative public perception in many parts of the world, continuously
reinforced by advocacy campaigns, further constrains the industry’s social license to operate.

The trajectory of commercial sealing is unlikely to be uniform across all regions. In Canada, the industry faces a
confluence of challenges: severely restricted markets, low prices, declining participation, the recent 'Cautious’
status of its primary target species (harp seals), and ongoing domestic and international debate surrounding
subsidies and the contentious 'seals vs. cod’ narrative. Calls for economic diversification and potential
government-funded license buyouts persist as alternatives. Namibia's hunt, while facing international
condemnation, appears to retain stronger government backing, justified on grounds of population control and
economic contribution, with its market focused almost exclusively on Asia (primarily China). Norway's hunt,
though heavily subsidized and facing similar market constraints as Canada's, may benefit from stronger
arguments of domestic cultural tradition and a different framing for its coastal hunt (pest/damage control).

The Greenlandic hunt is unique due to its deep integration with Inuit culture and subsistence needs; while
facing challenges related to market access (outside the EU Inuit exception) and climate change impacts on seal
availability, its cultural imperative suggests greater resilience compared to purely commercial operations.
Looking ahead, several potential futures exist. The status quo might persist in some regions, characterized by
continued government subsidies propping up an economically weak industry, ongoing efforts to find niche
markets, and enduring controversy. Alternatively, a managed decline or transition could occur, involving the
phasing out of subsidies and targeted investment in alternative economic activities for affected communities. A
third possibility, favored by proponents, involves strengthened management with increased investment in
research, aggressive market development, and potentially higher harvest levels (if markets permit), framed as
ecologically necessary. Conversely, opponents advocate for increased protection, potentially leading to
complete bans on commercial hunting, a focus on non-lethal management solutions, and proactive measures to
address climate change impacts on seal populations.

In conclusion, the global commercial seal hunt stands at a critical juncture. Its traditional economic models,
based primarily on fur, have been severely undermined by international trade bans driven by ethical and welfare
concerns. Ecological justifications, particularly the impact on fish stocks, remain highly contested and often
appear disconnected from nuanced scientific understanding. Furthermore, the escalating threat of climate
change introduces unprecedented uncertainty for the future of the targeted seal populations themselves. The
survival of large-scale commercial sealing seems increasingly dependent not on inherent market viability or clear
ecological necessity, but on the political will of governments in a few key nations to continue providing subsidies
and actively promoting the industry despite significant economic headwinds and persistent global opposition



[Insight 9.1].

The stark contrast between the precarious state of the commercial hunt and the recognized cultural importance
and legal rights associated with Indigenous subsistence hunting suggests that future policies must carefully
differentiate between these activities. This could lead to divergent paths, potentially involving a continued

decline of commercial operations while focusing support on helping Indigenous communities adapt their vital

subsistence practices to rapidly changing environmental conditions [Insight 9.2]. The future of commercial
sealing will continue to be shaped by this complex interplay of ecological realities, economic pressures, cultural
values, ethical considerations, and political decisions.
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