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Barry Rashotte 
Director General, Resource Management, 
Department of Fisheries and Oceans  
 
16 December 2008 
 
Submitted via email to:  mmrivwg@dfo-mpo.gc.ca 
 
Dear Mr. Rashotte: 
 

Re: Your letter of 14 November 2008 
 
The International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW) would like to thank you for the 
opportunity to comment on the proposed Amendments to Sections 2, 28 and 29 of the 
Marine Mammal Regulations.   
  
IFAW remains opposed to Canada’s commercial seal hunt, and our comments should not be 
interpreted as indicating otherwise. As an animal welfare organization with almost 40 years 
of experience with Canada’s commercial seal hunt, IFAW considers this hunt to be 
inherently inhumane and we remain unconvinced that any changes to the Regulations will 
adequately address our concerns about humane killing practices. 
 
That being said, as long as seals continue to be killed in Canada’s commercial seal hunt, it is 
our opinion that the current Marine Mammal Regulations (MMR) are inadequate to ensure 
humane killing and require improvement.   
 
Our comments on the proposed amendments are as follows: 
 
Proposed Amendments to Section 28: 

• remove the requirement for checking via the blinking reflex test,  
• clarify that the purpose of checking by palpation is to ensure that the seal 

is irreversibly unconscious or dead,  
 

We recognize that different groups of veterinarians have arrived at different conclusions on 
the use of the blink reflex test, and that the Independent Veterinarians’ Working Group 
(IVWG) believed there to be “no substitute for manual checking by palpation of the skull”.1  
 

                                                 
1 Smith, B.  2005. Improving Humane Practice in the Canadian Harp Seal Hunt. A Report of the Independent 
Veterinarians’ Working Group on the Canadian Harp Seal Hunt. BLSmith Groupwork. August 2005. 26 pp. 
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Regardless of the method used, the step of performing a test for irreversible 
unconsciousness is critical, and should be applied immediately after stunning an animal as 
part of a three-step process. It should also be conducted on each and every seal, immediately 
after stunning no matter which method is used, and in all cases, prior to hooking (moving) 
the seal, cutting the seal, or stunning additional seals.    
 
Central to any method of checking for irreversible unconsciousness is proper training, so 
that sealers are aware of what they are checking for, and the Regulations should clearly set 
out what it is a sealer is trying to detect via palpation, i.e. the destruction of both 
hemispheres of the brain. 
 

• require that the seal be struck on the cranium rather than the “forehead”, 
and  

 
We agree with the proposed wording change.  According to the IVWG, stunning blows 
should be delivered to the skull, directly behind the eyes, over the cerebral hemispheres. The 
blow(s) must be delivered with sufficient force to crush the skull.  And as EFSA notes: “for 
effective use of the hakapik, the strike should hit the skull over the brain with sufficient 
force and accuracy to destroy both cerebral hemispheres.  The hunter should withhold a 
blow if it is unlikely to be of sufficient force or accuracy.”   
 
The need for sufficient force and accuracy when using the hakapik to ensure effective 
stunning deserves further consideration.  
 
Video footage from the 2008 hunt shows sealers attempting to strike seals with a hakapik 
while they are running, slipping, and falling on the ice.  Sealers were also recorded swinging 
the hakapik with only one hand.2  A well-aimed strike of sufficient stunning force is 
impossible under such circumstances.  Such attempts to stun an animal - should they manage 
to connect with any part of the seal’s body - are certain to result in significant pain and 
avoidable suffering.  The striking of an animal with a hakapik anywhere other than on the 
skull, or on the skull but with insufficient force to reasonably assure immediate 
unconsciousness, presents a serious animal welfare concern. 
 
As noted by the IVWG, the hakapik may provide a method of humanely rendering a seal 
unconscious or dead, but only “when carried out correctly by a trained and skilled individual 
according to the suggested guidelines.” As long as Canada’s commercial seal hunt continues, 
the need for mandatory, effective, and practical training in stunning, checking, and bleeding 
methods is required. 
 
To ensure efficient stunning, attempts to stun seals with either a hakapik or gun should not 
be made when either the sealer or seal is moving; in conditions of poor visibility; under 
inclement environmental conditions; or when the seal is near the edge of the ice pan. 
Stunning seals under such conditions presents increased likelihood of a seal not being 
stunned efficiently (resulting in poor animal welfare), and increased risk of a seal being 
“struck and lost”. 

                                                 
2 See Appendix I 
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Attempts to stun seals should also not be made where it is unlikely that the three-step 
process can be carried out in rapid succession, or where a sealer’s safety could be put in 
jeopardy. 
 

• prohibit the use of hakapik as the primary striking tool on an adult seal 
 
We agree that the use of the hakapik should be prohibited as a primary striking tool on adult 
seals. As noted in our most recent submission,3 the hakapik is a tool that was devised 
primarily for killing whitecoat harp and blueback hooded seals. It is not appropriate for the 
stunning or killing of seals over one year of age due to their thicker skulls.  The wording of 
the Regulation should clearly identify what is meant by “adult seal.”   
 
We remain concerned about the use of the hakapik on juvenile animals of other species of 
seal. Evidence suggests that hakapiks are inappropriate for use on juveniles of certain species 
that are currently hunted in Canada, such as grey seal “moulters”, and hooded seal “hopper 
hoods”.  While it is currently prohibited to hunt blueback hooded seals, we note that the 
hakapik is also likely inappropriate for use on older bluebacks.  Thus the Regulations should 
clearly specify what species and age of seal on which the hakapik may be used. 

 
We presume the Regulations will continue to allow hakapiks to be used as a secondary 
method of stunning seals that have previously been shot, as sealers will continue to require a 
method of stunning or killing seals that have been injured by bullets. 
 
 
Other concerns with Section 28 
One of our ongoing concerns with Section 28 of the Regulations is its inconsistency in the 
treatment of seals that are shot and those that are clubbed.   
 
If the intention of these amendments is to improve humane killing practices, there is 
absolutely no reason why the requirement to ensure loss of consciousness before stunning 
another animal should apply to seals that are struck with a hakapik or club, but not to 
animals that are shot.  It has long been our view that the Regulations must not allow multiple 
seals to be shot or clubbed in succession. To ensure humane slaughter, the test for 
irreversible unconsciousness and bleeding out must be conducted for each and every 
individual prior to stunning another animal. 
 
As long as Section 28 continues to allow multiple seals to be shot in succession - without the 
three-step process being conducted on an individual animal prior to shooting a second 
animal – the Regulations will not implement the three-step process needed to ensure 
humane slaughter, and the Regulations will remain inadequate.  
 
 
 

                                                 
3 Fink, S. 2008. Letter to Alex Li, 26 May 2008. Input on “how to implement the IVWG recommendations 
and strengthen humane practices in the seal hunt”.  Attached as Appendix II. 
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Amendments to Section 29 will replace the requirement for a blink test prior to 
skinning or bleeding, with a requirement for bleeding prior to skinning. 
 
IFAW has previously submitted extensive comments on the implementation of the bleeding 
process in Canada’s commercial seal hunt,4 as well as our concerns with the 2008 “Condition 
of Licence” that DFO claimed would ensure the three-step process was carried out. 5  We 
have also met in person with Alex Li, Rachelle Duval, and Tom Fowler of DFO to discuss 
these concerns.   
 
The IVWG recommended that the three-step process of stunning, checking and bleeding 
“be carried out in sequence as rapidly as possible”.6   
 
As such, IFAW maintains that the checking for irreversible unconsciousness should be 
conducted immediately after stunning, and bleeding out conducted immediately after 
satisfactorily confirming irreversible unconsciousness.  
 
Unless a time frame for the bleeding to be conducted is given (as opposed to just 
“sometime” after checking and before skinning) the Regulations will not change anything in 
the way Canada’s commercial seal hunt is conducted in practice, since seals are eventually 
bled as part of the skinning process.  It will certainly not alleviate the animal welfare 
concerns raised by numerous veterinary studies.  
 
 
Shooting of seals in the water 
If there is one thing veterinary experts seem to agree upon, it is that shooting seals in the 
water presents serious animal welfare concerns, since the three-step process cannot be 
carried out before an animal is impaled on a hook.   
 
The IVWG was unequivocal in their recommendation in this regard:  

“Seals should not be shot in the water due to the high potential for ‘struck and lost’ 
events, suffering resulting from the inability to confirm irreversible unconsciousness, 
and potential for loss of wounded animals”.7   

 
And in 2001, Burdon et al. noted that:  

“Any method for killing a seal which does not allow for the above process of 
stunning, checking and bleeding to be performed has an enormous potential to 
create suffering and is therefore unacceptable.  As this process cannot be followed in 
open water, we consider that shooting seals in open water can never be humane. Any 
method of taking a seal which requires the seal to be recovered by gaffing or hooking 
before the process can be followed can never be humane.” 

 

                                                 
4 Fink, S. 2008. Comments in response to proposed change to the Marine Mammal Regulations implementing a 
2005 Recommendation by the Independent Veterinarians Working Group with respect to Bleeding. 4 January 
2008. Attached as Appendix III. 
5 See Appendix II. 
6 Smith 2005, page 21. 
7 Smith 2005. 
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If animal welfare is a concern – and we believe it should be the primary concern -- seals 
should not be shot at in situations where it is unlikely that the three-step process can be 
carried out in rapid succession to ensure humane killing.   
 
Conclusion 
The Regulations should be amended such that the implementation of the three-step process 
in rapid succession is made mandatory for all seals being killed, under all circumstances.  The 
requirement for rapid execution of the three-step process must apply equally to seals 
regardless of the initial stunning method. Checking for irreversible unconsciousness and 
bleeding must be conducted immediately after a seal has been stunned, prior to hooking 
(moving), cutting, stabbing, or slashing that seal, and prior to stunning any additional seals.  
 
Attempts to stun seals should not be made in situations where it is unlikely the three-step 
process can be carried out immediately and in rapid succession.  This includes situations 
where seals are in open water or near the edge of ice pans; where visibility may be limited, 
where sealers or seals are moving, and in any situation where a sealer’s safety may be 
jeopardized by attempting to complete the three-step process. 
 
Thank you once again for the opportunity to comment on the proposed amendments to the 
Marine Mammal Regulations.  If you have any questions about our comments I would be 
pleased to meet with you to discuss them further. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Sheryl Fink 
Senior Research and Project Specialist 
International Fund for Animal Welfare 
40 Norwich St. East 
Guelph, Ontario, Canada 
N1H 2G6 
sfink@ifaw.org 
 



Appendix I.  Photo sequences from Canada’s 2008 commercial seal hunt, illustrating:

A. one-handed use of hakapik resulting in an inaccurately placed blow to seal;
B. poorly aimed blow delivered by sealer at ice edge, resulting in an animal being struck and lost, and use of a
weapon not described under the Regulations; 
C. difficulties inherent in placing a well-aimed blow while sealer and / or seal are moving, or“chasing” a seal.

A.

B.

C.
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Alex Li 
Director, Legislative and Regulatory Affairs 
Fisheries and Oceans Canada 
 
26 May 2008 
 
Dear Mr. Li: 
 

Re: Your letter of 21 April 2008 
 
The International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW) would like to thank you for the 
opportunity to provide input on “how to implement the IVWG recommendations and 
strengthen humane practices in the seal hunt”.1   
  
IFAW remains opposed to Canada’s commercial seal hunt, and our comments should not be 
interpreted as indicating otherwise. As an animal welfare organization with over 35 years of 
experience with Canada’s commercial seal hunt, IFAW considers this hunt to be inherently 
inhumane and we remain unconvinced that any changes to the Regulations will adequately 
address our concerns about humane killing practices. 
 
That being said, as long as seals continue to be killed in Canada’s commercial seal hunt, it is 
our opinion that the current Marine Mammal Regulations (MMR) are woefully inadequate to 
ensure humane killing and require improvement.  Government claims of “improvements” to 
the MMR2 aside, there is strong evidence that in terms of animal welfare, this particular piece 
of legislation has not been improved in recent decades. In fact, many of the amendments 
currently under discussion appear to have been included in the old Seal Protection 
Regulations, but were dropped in the 1993 consolidation of the MMR.3  Thus we find it 
somewhat discouraging – and perhaps a bit disingenuous - to be discussing under the guise 
of “improvement” what amounts to the re-introduction of certain regulations that were 
eliminated fifteen years ago. 
 
We are nonetheless encouraged to see that there is some recognition by the Department of 
Fisheries and Oceans (DFO) that Canada’s commercial seal hunt is not “the best regulated 
hunt in the world”,4 and acknowledgement of some of the concerns raised by various 
veterinary studies and animal welfare organizations over the past eight years. 

                                                 
1 Smith, B.  2005. Improving Humane Practice in the Canadian Harp Seal Hunt. A Report of the Independent 
Veterinarians’ Working Group on the Canadian Harp Seal Hunt. BLSmith Groupwork. August 2005. 26 pp. 
2 For example, at http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/seal-phoque/reports-rapports/facts-faits/facts-faits_regs_e.htm. 
3 For example, a prohibition on the hooking of live seals appears to have been in effect as far back as 1976. The 
immediate bleeding out of animals before skinning appears to have been required from 1980-1993. 
4 Hearn, L. 2006. Testimony before the Standing Committee on Fisheries and Oceans. 17 October 2006. 

sfink
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The current Marine Mammal Regulations leave open far too many opportunities for the 
inhumane killing of seals to continue.  These deficiencies are apparent both in veterinary 
studies of sealing practices, and in the video documentation obtained by seal hunt observers.  
 
We are somewhat perplexed as to why the DFO has chosen to focus so narrowly on the 
animal welfare recommendations of a 2005 veterinary report brought together by WWF,5 
while continuing to ignore or denigrate6 those of another international independent 
veterinary panel7 that made practically identical recommendations to the DFO in 2001.8  
That said, the IVWG reaffirms these important recommendations, and if commercial seal 
hunting is to continue in Canada, we look forward to seeing these incorporated into the 
Regulations. 
 
IVWG Recommendations 
The IVWG made four specific and seven general recommendations. The questionnaire 
appears to focus on the four specific recommendations. One is a simple (and sensible) 
wording change, replacing the requirement for death with that of unconsciousness (which 
we assume to mean irreversible unconsciousness) before bleeding.  A second is the removal 
of the blink reflex test and requirement of skull palpation as the sole test for 
unconsciousness or death. While veterinarians have been divided on the use of the blink 
reflex test, the science does not appear to have been done to determine which test is 
“better.” The key point is that some form of test for irreversible unconsciousness must be 
conducted, and it should be conducted as soon as possible after stunning, and prior to 
hooking a seal, cutting a seal, or stunning additional seals. The third and fourth IVWG  
recommendations pertain to a three-step process to ensure humane killing, and the shooting 
of seals in the water.  It is these last two that are given the most consideration below. 
 
The three-step process and the 2008 Condition of Licence 
IFAW has previously submitted comments on the implementation of the bleeding process in 
Canada’s commercial seal hunt.9  Here, we would like to express our concerns with the 
changes made by the DFO following that consultation process. 
 
An important IVWG recommendation is that the three-step process of stunning, checking 
and bleeding “be carried out in sequence as rapidly as possible”.10  In 2008, a highly-touted 
                                                 
5 WWF has publicly stated they are not an animal welfare organization, but openly support Canada’s 
commercial seal hunt.  
6 Jenkins, P. 2008. Quoted in: Ottawa may sue anti-seal hunt groups. Canadian Press article. 22 February 2008. 
7 Burdon, R., J. Gripper, A. Longair, I. Robinson, and D. Ruehlmann. 2001. Observation of the Canadian 
Commercial Seal Hunt. Prince Edward Island, Canada. Report of an International Veterinary Panel, March 
2001. 36 pp.  This panel was brought together by IFAW, which is an animal welfare organization, but one that 
does not support the Canadian commercial seal hunt. 
8 For example, both Burdon et al. 2001 and Smith 2005 recommended the requirement for immediate bleeding 
after a test for unconsciousness, a prohibition on the shooting of seals in open water, mandatory training and 
professionalization for sealers, and improved monitoring and enforcement of the Regulations. The only area 
where these two panels differed is on the use of the blink reflex test as an indicator of irreversible 
unconsciousness. 
9 Fink, S. 2008. Comments in response to proposed change to the Marine Mammal Regulations implementing a 
2005 Recommendation by the Independent Veterinarians Working Group with respect to Bleeding. 4 January 
2008. 
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Condition of Licence was introduced with the stated intention of implementing this 
recommendation.11   However, the wording of this Condition12 does not require sealers to 
perform the three-step process as envisioned or recommended by the IVWG veterinarians, 
among others. 
 
Paragraph 1 of the 2008 Condition of Licence requires only that a seal be bled sometime 
after administering the blink reflex test. No time frame for the bleeding to be conducted is 
given. As seals are eventually bled as part of the skinning process, this sentence does not 
change anything in the way sealing is conducted in practice.  
 
Paragraph 2 pertains to when sealers are on the ice. It states that the seal shall be bled before 
moving it. Since seals are usually “moved” on the ends of steel hooks, this sentence should 
have prevented the hooking of live and conscious animals on the ice.  Regrettably, the words 
“where possible” were added to the beginning of the paragraph, and thus virtually no seals 
were observed being bled on the ice before being moved in the 2008 Gulf hunt. In some 
instances this appeared to be because the sealing vessels were in transit and sealers were in a 
great hurry to get back to the boat. However, in other cases there was no apparent reason 
why it would not have been “possible” to bleed the seal immediately.  
 
Paragraph 3 of the 2008 Condition of Licence refers to seals that have been shot at from a 
vessel (most likely to be seals in the water), and legitimizes the hooking of conscious animals 
and hauling them into the boat before the test for irreversible unconsciousness is conducted. 
This is unacceptable from an animal welfare perspective. 
 
Difference in treatment of animals that are shot or clubbed 
One of our ongoing concerns with the Regulations is their inconsistency in the treatment of 
seals that are shot and those that are clubbed.   
 
If the intention of these amendments is to improve humane killing practice, there is 
absolutely no reason why the requirement to ensure loss of consciousness before stunning 
another animal should apply to seals that are struck with a hakapik or club, but not to 
animals that are shot.  It has long been our view that the Regulations must not allow multiple 
seals to be shot or clubbed in succession. To ensure humane slaughter, the test for 
irreversible unconsciousness and bleeding out must be conducted for each and every individual 
prior to stunning another animal. 
 
Whether an animal is shot or clubbed, the IVWG recommendation is clear that the three-
step process of stunning, checking and bleeding, should “be carried out in sequence as 
rapidly as possible.”  This means that the stunning of an animal should be followed 
immediately by a check for irreversible unconsciousness, followed immediately by severing 
the brachial arteries to ensure humane slaughter. And this should be the case for each and 
every seal, regardless of whether it is struck with a hakapik or club, or shot.   
 

                                                                                                                                                 
10 Smith 2005, page 21. 
11 Jenkins, P. 2008. International Pressure on Seal Hunt (radio transcript). Maritime Noon, Halifax, CBH-FM. 
10 March 2008.  
12 As provided by Tom Fowler, DFO, 26 March 2008. 
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When the Regulations allow multiple seals to be shot in succession - without the three-step 
process being conducted on an individual animal prior to shooting a second animal - this is 
not “as rapidly as possible”.  And as the IVWG also notes, “undue delay in completing the 
second or third steps [for example, while additional seals are being shot at], can result in a 
situation in which a seal may not be killed in a humane manner.” 
 
The IVWG noted concerns for sealers’ safety, and most people would agree that human 
safety should not be compromised in the course of the hunt.  An animal should never be 
stunned in the first place if a sealer does not have a reasonable expectation of being able to 
kill it humanely, i.e. to carry out the three-steps in immediate succession.   
 
Safety concerns aside, “as rapidly as possible” should not mean “only when it is convenient 
to do so” or “only when it is economical to do so”.  Thus the shooting of multiple seals in 
succession must not be allowed if the Department is sincere in its desire to improve the 
Regulations with regards to humane killing. 
  
Shooting of seals in the water 
The fourth specific recommendation of the IVWG is clear: “Seals should not be shot in the 
water due to the high potential for ‘struck and lost’ events, suffering resulting from the 
inability to confirm irreversible unconsciousness, and potential for loss of wounded 
animals”.13   
 
Earlier veterinary studies have made the same recommendation:  In 2001, Burdon et al. 
noted that:  

“Any method for killing a seal which does not allow for the above process of 
stunning, checking and bleeding to be performed has an enormous potential to 
create suffering and is therefore unacceptable.  As this process cannot be followed in 
open water, we consider that shooting seals in open water can never be humane. Any 
method of taking a seal which requires the seal to be recovered by gaffing or hooking 
before the process can be followed can never be humane.” 

 
If there is one thing most veterinary experts seem to agree upon, it is that shooting seals in 
the water presents serious animal welfare concerns, since the three-step process cannot be 
carried out before an animal is impaled on a hook. If animal welfare is a concern – and we 
believe it should be the primary concern - seals should not be shot at in situations where it is 
unlikely that the three-step process can be carried out in rapid succession to ensure humane 
killing.  As the IVWG noted, “undue delay in completing the second or third steps, can 
result in a situation in which a seal may not be killed in a humane manner.”   
 
The fact that “struck and lost” animals are accounted for in DFO’s population modeling in 
no way addresses the animal welfare concerns associated with the suffering of injured 
“struck and lost” seals.  
 
Norway prohibits the shooting of seals in the water. The shooting of seals in the water 
should be explicitly prohibited in Canada as well. 
 
                                                 
13  Smith 2005. 
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Additional concerns:  
Hooking of conscious animals 
The current Regulations allow the impaling of live, conscious animals on steel hooks - 
usually through the face or eye socket - and dragging them across the ice and onboard a 
sealing vessel.  It should not need to be stated that this presents a serious animal welfare 
concern.  Animals should not be hooked, cut, stabbed, slashed, or caused further injury until 
the test for irreversible unconsciousness or death has been satisfactorily performed. 
 
We note that a prohibition on hooking live seals was - at one time - included in the 
Regulations.14  The fact that this practice has been tolerated for the past 15 years is 
unacceptable and indicates that Canadian legislation has been moving backwards as far as 
animal welfare is concerned. 
 
We also note that Norwegian sealing regulations prohibit the use of a hook to lift seals that 
have not been bled on board a vessel.  
 
Other IVWG recommendations 
We are supportive of a number of other IVWG recommendations, particularly the need for 
improved supervision, compliance and enforcement, the need for mandatory training for 
sealers (particularly in the areas of humane killing methods), and the need to reduce 
competition and haste in the hunt.  Based on observations of the 2008 hunt, a prohibition 
on the hunting of seals while a vessel is in transit is one way in which the DFO could seek to 
achieve this latter recommendation. Conversely, not requiring the rapid completion of the 
three-step process because a vessel is in transit, is unacceptable from an animal welfare 
perspective.  
 
The following section sets out our response to the Questionnaire: “Considerations 
and Questions related to possible Amendments regarding the 3-step method”.15 
 
1) Stunning 

a) Hakapik 
i) Can we improve the tool? 
Yes.  Hakapiks frequently seen in use in the Gulf of St. Lawrence are of welded 
construction and are often broken during use.16  The number of broken hakapiks 
observed in use in recent years17  (which would put them in contravention of the 
MMR requirements) seems to indicate that the current requirements are insufficient 
to ensure the practical use of a tool that is in accordance with the Regulations.  It has 
been suggested that if the hakapik head were constructed from a single piece of solid 

                                                 
14 Canada Gazette. 1976.  “No person shall hook, commence to skin, bleed, slash or make any incision on a 
seal with a knife or any implement until the seal is dead.” Canada Gazette Part II, Vol. 110. SOR 76-172, 2 
March 1976. 
15 Attachment to letter from Li, Alex. 21 April 2008.  
16 Sheryl Fink, personal observations. 
17 See Fink, S. 2007. An illustrated guide to the tools used to kill seals in Canada’s commercial seal hunt. IFAW 
Technical Report 2007-2. 11 pp. Available at 
http://www.ifaw.org/ifaw/dimages/custom/2_Publications/Seals/Weapons%20of%20Mass%20Destruction.
pdf 
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metal (as seen in older Canadian and Norwegian hakapiks) this would not be an 
issue. 
 
ii) Should we restrict the use of the hakapik to younger seals? 
Yes. The hakapik is a tool that was devised primarily for killing whitecoat harp and 
blueback hooded seals.  The only scientific tests we are aware of on the use of this 
tool have been conducted on blueback seals in a laboratory setting.  Norwegian 
sealing regulations clearly specify that hakapiks may only be used as a primary 
stunning method for pups (defined as seals under one year of age) and that hakapiks 
are not appropriate for the stunning or killing of seals over one year of age due to 
their thicker skulls.18   
 
It should be remembered that hakapiks are also used as a secondary method for 
stunning seals that have previously been shot. 
 
iii) Should we restrict the use of hakapik to certain species of seals? 
Yes. Evidence suggests that hakapiks are inappropriate for use on certain species of 
seal which are currently hunted in Canada, such as grey seal moulters, and hooded 
seal hopper hoods.  While it is currently prohibited to hunt blueback hooded seals, 
we note that the hakapik is likely inappropriate for use on older bluebacks.  Thus the 
Regulations should clearly specify what species of seal and age of seal on which the 
hakapik may be used. 
 
We note that while both Canadian and Norwegian regulations for use of the hakapik 
outline where on a seal’s body the hakapik may be used (on the forehead or skull), 
numerous instances have been recorded of seals being struck on the snout, face, 
neck, and back with the hakapik. The striking of an animal anywhere other than on 
the skull with a hakapik presents a serious animal welfare concern. 
 

b) Club 
As with the hakapik, the use of the club may present serious animal welfare concerns 
when it is used on animals of inappropriate age or species, under unstable 
environmental conditions, or by inexperienced users. We note that the use of a 
wooden club is prohibited in the Norwegian seal hunt. 
 
Concerns have been raised about the appropriateness of the use of both the hakapik 
and club on beater harp seal pups. These are the same tools that were used to kill 
whitecoats (seals under 2 weeks of age) in Canada’s commercial seal hunt prior to 
1987. They are now being used on seals aged 2 weeks to 3 months of age.  In 
addition to the physical differences (thicker skulls) between the two age classes of 
seals, there are also behavioural differences that may affect the efficacy of the 
hakapik or club as a stunning weapon.  Beater seals are considerably more active and 
mobile than whitecoat seals, displaying agnostic postures such as head-raising, mouth 
opening, and directed locomotion to the water’s edge upon a sealer’s approach. Thus 

                                                 
18 Norwegian Scientific Committee for Food Safety. 2007. Opinion of the Panel on Animal Health and Welfare 
of the Norwegian Scientific Committee for Food Safety. Scientific Opinion on animal welfare aspects of the 
killing and skinning in the Norwegian seal hunt. 72 pp. 
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trying to stun a beater using the same tools and techniques as used on a whitecoat 
may not be appropriate, or may require better training.19 There is no evidence that 
the efficacy of the club or hakapik to dispatch beater seals humanely has ever been 
examined. 
 
i) Should we restrict or ban the use of clubs? 
Yes. Considering the age and species of seals that are currently hunted in Canada’s 
commercial seal hunt, the club should be banned as a primary stunning instrument. 

 
c) Shotgun 

i) Should we restrict or ban the use of this tool? 
Yes.  We agree with Norway’s decision to prohibit the use of a shotgun to kill seals. 
We note in passing that there have been occurrences of shotguns being used with 
improper ammunition during Canada’s commercial seal hunt. 
  

d) Rifle 
i) Should we require a second shot if the animal shows head or other directed movement? 
Yes. If an animal is not killed immediately with the first gunshot, it should 
immediately be struck or shot until it no longer shows any signs of life, followed by 
an immediate check for irreversible unconsciousness and immediate bleeding out.  
Unfortunately, video evidence suggests that once a seal has been shot, it often 
provides an agitated and mobile target, making a second shot even more difficult. 
Injured seals may also be more likely to escape or become “struck and lost20.” 
 
Again, from an animal welfare perspective, it is critical that all three steps of the 
three-step process be carried out in rapid sequence, and prior to any other seals 
being shot. 
 
ii) Should we specify which tool must be used to stun certain species (e.g. should grey seals be shot 

instead of clubbed or hit with hakapiks?) 
Yes. This should be specified. 

 
2) Checking 

a) Changing the wording to reflect that checking ensures the seal is irreversibly unconscious or dead. 
We agree with this proposal. The requirement should be for “terminal or irreversible 
unconsciousness”, and the checking should be done immediately after stunning.  As the 
IVWG notes, “failure to correctly carry out any one of the three steps, or undue delay in 
completing the second or third steps, can result in a situation in which a seal may not be 
killed in a humane manner.”  
 
b) Blinking eye reflex test 

i) Should this checking option be removed totally? 
Different groups of veterinarians have come to different conclusions on the use of 
the blink reflex test. The step of checking for irreversible unconsciousness is crucial, 
regardless of the method. Critical to any method of checking for irreversible 

                                                 
19 Ibid. 
20 A concern also raised by the IVWG in Smith 2005. 
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unconsciousness or death is proper training so that sealers know what they are 
checking for. 
 
ii) Should we restrict the use of this test to rifle use? 
Considering the typically low levels of compliance observed with any test for 
unconsciousness, from a training and compliance perspective, it seems it would be 
easier if sealers had to remember only one type of test to be used in all situations. 
From an animal welfare perspective, seals should be treated equally whether they are 
shot or clubbed, and it is unclear why the blink reflex test would be “good enough” 
for a shot seal, but not for a clubbed seal. The IVWG clearly felt that the blink reflex 
test was not suitable and should be replaced by skull palpation.  Regardless of which 
stunning method is used, all seals should immediately be checked for irreversible 
unconsciousness, followed by immediate bleeding out of the animal to ensure death. 
 

c) Palpating the skull 
i) Should we introduce a definition of crushed skull in the regulations? 
Yes, the Regulations should clearly set out what it is a sealer is trying to detect via 
skull palpation, i.e. the destruction of both hemispheres of the brain. 
ii) Should we go into details that both hemispheres have to be crushed in the regulations? 
Yes. 
iii) What happens when there is no skull to palpate (e.g. seal has been shot and top of head is 

missing?) 
The question is somewhat confusing.  If there is “no skull to palpate” (i.e. the entire 
head of the animal has been destroyed), the seal is dead. Concerns that a sealer might 
be prosecuted for not palpating a non-existent skull are frivolous.  If, however, the 
“top of the head is missing”, a sealer should still confirm manually that both 
hemispheres of the brain have been destroyed. If they are not, destruction of the 
brain should immediately be ensured by use of a club or hakapik. 
 

3) Bleeding 
a) Should a definition of the method (cutting two axillary arteries) be put in the regulations? 
Yes, the method should be included in the Regulations,21 and be part of mandatory 
training for sealers.  During the cutting of the brachial arteries a number of other large 
vessels are also severed and contribute to rapid blood loss. Thus, rather than specify 
“two” axillary arteries, a more general wording would be more appropriate. 
 
b) Timing of the bleeding (when should the bleeding happen) / do we want to put a specific timeframe 

for the bleeding to happen (e.g. bleeding should happen within 45 seconds of the checking)? 
Yes, the time should be specified, and the time should be “immediately.”  The point has 
been raised that it may not be possible to “immediately” bleed a seal that is in the full 
throes of post-mortem reflex. We agree that this would present safety concerns and that 
a sealer would be wise to wait for the reflex to subside before bleeding. Rather than 
attempt to put a time limit on it, bleeding should be conducted as soon as the post-
mortem reflex has ended, and prior to stunning additional animals.  Proper training of 

                                                 
21 As was required by the Seal Protection Regulations in 1980. “When a seal is dead for the purposes of 
subsection (1) the seal must be bled immediately by cutting the main blood vessels to the front flippers.” P.C. 
1980-328, 1 February 1980. 
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sealers will ensure that no one misunderstands this to be the intent of the Regulation.  
Frankly, it is not the obviously-dead-and-reflexing animals that we are most concerned 
about; it is the ones that might still be conscious.  
 
c) Should the bleeding requirements regarding the timing be different when using a hakapik or rifle? 
If the purpose of these amendments is to improve humane practice in the commercial 
seal hunt, there should be no difference in treatment of animals whether they are shot or 
clubbed.  

 
Amendments / Questions that need to be discussed 
 
1. Should we put in the MMR a definition of humane hunt or a principle clarifying the intent of the 

regulations? 
Yes, a definition of humane killing should be included in the MMR.  EFSA provides several 
examples from other legislation that could provide a basis for this.22 
 
As EFSA also notes “Seals are sentient mammals that can experience pain, distress, fear and 
other forms of suffering.” It would seem consistent, therefore, to also update the wording of 
the Marine Mammal Regulations to bring legal reality into line with biological reality, such 
that seals are legally recognized as marine mammals, and that the hunting of these mammals 
is no longer referred to as a seal “fishery.”  
 
2. Should we amend the MMR to ban hunting in breeding patches of all species of seals? 
Yes.  There is also a need for a clear definition of constitutes a whelping patch, breeding 
patch, or breeding colony for each species of seal that is hunted. 
 
3. Should we ban the shooting [of] seals in the water? 
Yes. This is entirely consistent with the recommendation of the IVWG23, which clearly 
stated that “a seal should not be shot in the water, or in any circumstance when it is possible 
the carcass cannot be recovered.”  Observation indicates that seals that are shot in the water 
are usually “recovered” on the end of a steel hook prior to completing the second step of the 
three-step process, resulting in what IVWG refers to as “a situation in which a seal may not 
be killed in a humane manner.”  It should be noted that Norway prohibits the hunting of 
seals that are in the water. 
 
4. Should we precise in the regulations that hunting grey seal whitecoats is also banned? (As of now, it is 

included in licence condition). 
Yes. 
 
5. Should these amendments only be applicable to commercial sealing? 
From an animal welfare perspective, it does not matter if the seal is being killed for profit or 
not. Thus the Regulations should apply to seals killed under commercial licence, for personal 
use, or as nuisance seals. 
 
                                                 
22 European Food Safety Authority. 2007. Animal Welfare aspects of the killing and skinning of seals. Scientific 
Opinion of the Panel on Animal Health and Welfare. Adopted on 6 December 2007.   
23 And a recommendation of Burdon et al. 2001. 
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6. Should we specify where these amendments are to be applicable (Areas 4 to 33 for example)? 
Many of the Regulations only pertain to Areas 4-33, and this would seem to be a good 
way of ensuring the Regulations are applied to the types of seal hunting mentioned 
above. 

 
Thank you once again for the opportunity to input on the proposed amendments to the 
Marine Mammal Regulations.  If you have any questions about our comments we would be 
pleased to meet with you to discuss them further. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Sheryl Fink 
Senior Research and Project Specialist 
International Fund for Animal Welfare 
40 Norwich St. East 
Guelph, Ontario, Canada 
N1H 2G6 
 



 
 
 
Submitted by email to mmrivwg@dfo-mpo.gc.ca 
4 January 2008 
 
 
To whom it may concern: 
 
The International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW) would like to thank you for the 
opportunity to comment on the proposed change to the Marine Mammal Regulations 
implementing a “2005 Recommendation by the Independent Veterinarians Working Group 
with respect to Bleeding”.1 
   
As long as seals continue to be killed in Canada’s commercial seal hunt, IFAW agrees with 
the requirement for immediate bleeding following confirmation of irreversible 
unconsciousness. As the DFO is no doubt aware, IFAW has been recommending such a 
change to the Regulations since at least 1998.2  For the record, however, we must point out 
that the proposed amendment actually implements a recommendation previously made in 
2001 by another independent, international veterinary panel funded by the International 
Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW).3 
 
Before commenting further on the proposed change to the Marine Mammal Regulations, we 
must also point out another inaccuracy in the Department’s call for comments. The 2002 
veterinary report referred to4 does not, in fact, claim that “virtually all seals were killed in an 
acceptably humane manner”. What that report actually says is that a “large majority” (pp. 
687, 693), “at best, 98%”, were killed in an acceptably humane manner. The 98% figure 
however, has recently been shown to be “scientifically incorrect”.5  The scientific opinion of 
the European Food and Safety Authority (EFSA) - which was published after DFO’s call for 
comments -  also recommends that seals should be bled-out, preferably immediately, after 
they have been successfully stunned and checked to ensure they are irreversibly unconscious 
or dead,6 giving further justification for the proposed amendment.   
 

                                                 
1 Smith, B.  2005. Improving Humane Practice in the Canadian Harp Seal Hunt. A Report of the Independent 
Veterinarians’ Working Group on the Canadian Harp Seal Hunt. BLSmith Groupwork. August 2005. 26 pp. 
2 IFAW. 1998. Recommendations on proposed changes to the Marine Mammal Regulations. Submission to the 
Department of Fisheries and Oceans. December 1998. 
3 Burdon, R., J. Gripper, A. Longair, I. Robinson, and D. Ruehlmann.  2001.  Observation of the Canadian 
Commercial Seal Hunt.  Prince Edward Island, Canada.  Report of an International Veterinary Panel, March 
2001. 36 pp. 
4 Daoust, P.-Y., A. Crook, T.K. Bollinger, K.G. Campbell, and J. Wong.  2002.  Animal welfare and the harp 
seal hunt in Atlantic Canada.  Special Report.  Canadian Veterinary Journal, 43: 687-694. 
5 Scientific Opinion of the Panel on Animal Health and Welfare on a request from the Commission on the 
Animal Welfare aspects of the killing and skinning of seals. The EFSA Journal (2007) 610: 1-123.  
6 Ibid  p. 93. 
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It goes without saying that the proposed amendment would not be necessary if the majority 
of animal welfare experts truly believed that “virtually all seals were killed in an acceptably 
humane manner”. 
 
As the precise wording of the proposed amendment is not provided, we reiterate some of 
our comments previously submitted when the topic of bleeding has come up, for example, 
in the 2007 Atlantic Sealing Regulatory Review.7 
 
In our opinion, the requirement for “immediate” bleeding (rather than requiring this as 
soon as practicable, as has been proposed in earlier discussions of this amendment) is 
absolutely crucial.8 It is also of the utmost importance that the test for irreversible 
unconsciousness and the bleeding requirement, be carried out immediately for each and 
every seal, regardless of whether it is struck with a hakapik or club, or shot with a firearm.   
 
The current Regulations are seriously deficient in that they specify different requirements for 
animals that are struck on the head with a club or hakapik, versus animals that are shot. 9   
From an animal welfare perspective, there is absolutely no reason for seals that are shot to 
be treated any differently from those that are struck with a hakapik or club.10  If the DFO 
wishes its claims of “ensuring a hunt that is humane as possible” to be taken with any degree 
of seriousness, any revision to the Regulations must ensure that measures introduced to 
reduce the risk of poor animal welfare be applied equally to all animals, regardless of the 
method of stunning.   
 
In other words, the steps of immediate checking for irreversible unconsciousness, and 
immediate bleeding to ensure death, must be conducted before hooking or commencing to 
skin a stunned animal. They must also be conducted prior to stunning any additional 
animals, either with hakapik, club, or rifle.  Unless all of these conditions are specified, 
the proposed amendment will do nothing to stop the current practice of shooting several 
seals in succession in order to immobilize them, resulting in long and agonizing deaths for 
many animals. 
 
We agree that sealer’s personal safety should not be put at risk. However, if the three-step 
process cannot be conducted due to safety concerns, it seems obvious that the seal should 
not have been shot or clubbed in the first place.  IFAW therefore recommends that DFO 
implement another recommendation of the IVWG that seals “should not be shot in the 
water, or in any circumstance when it is possible that the carcass cannot be recovered.”  
                                                 
7 IFAW. 2007. 2007 Atlantic Sealing Regulatory Review. Comments from IFAW – International Fund for 
Animal Welfare. Submitted to DFO 14 February 2007. 
8 Accepted practices for euthanasia also require that stunning be followed immediately by exsanguination. 
American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA). 2001. 2000 Report of the AVMA Panel on Euthanasia, 
Journal of the American Veterinary Medical Association 218:670-696. 
9 According to the Marine Mammal Regulations, “every person who strikes a seal with a club or hakapik shall 
strike the seal on the forehead until its skull has been crushed and shall manually check the skull, or administer 
a blinking reflex test, to confirm that the seal is dead before proceeding to strike another seal. “  However,  “If a 
firearm is used to fish for a seal, the person who shoots that seal or retrieves it shall administer a blinking reflex 
test as soon as possible after it is shot to confirm that it is dead.” [emphasis added]. 
10 The only apparent reason for the difference is because of the inconvenience to sealers that might result from 
efforts to reduce the risk of poor animal welfare with seals that are shot. The current Regulations thus give 
higher priority to sealer convenience and speed of stunning than they do to improving animal welfare. 



Such a change to the Marine Mammal Regulations would dramatically reduce the risk of 
poor animal welfare, and reduce the risks to sealers who might otherwise try to kill animals 
under conditions that could jeopardize their own safety.  While we recognize that there may 
be rare exceptions where the status of a sealer’s safety might quickly change, the requirement 
should be worded to reflect that no seal should be shot or clubbed in any circumstance 
where the sealer cannot safely conduct the three-step process.  As the IVWG notes, “failure 
to correctly carry out any one of the three steps, or undue delay in completing the second or 
third steps, can result in a situation in which a seal may not be killed in a humane manner”.11  
 
We also wish to reiterate that implementing a three-step process will not ensure a humane 
hunt without vastly improved enforcement and compliance.  A recent veterinary report 
found that a maximum of 15% of seal kills observed were killed in a manner that conformed 
to all the Marine Mammal Regulations.12  We concur with the conclusion of the IVWG that 
“DFO appears to lack sufficient dedicated capacity to monitor and enforce regulation of the 
hunt”,13 and support its recommendation that “there must be an improved level of 
supervision and monitoring”.14  
 
Finally, IFAW finds it unacceptable that DFO continues to ignore several other IVWG 
recommendations, most notably the recommendation to prohibit the shooting of seals in the 
water.  IFAW would like to reiterate its support for this, and other IVWG 
recommendations, in particular: 

• the need for sealers to work in collaboration with observers, 
• the need for DFO to improve supervision, monitoring, compliance, and 

enforcement,  
• the need for continued observation of Canada’s commercial seal hunt, and 
• the need to reduce the competitive nature of this hunt.   

 
 
Sheryl Fink 
Senior Research and Project Specialist 
International Fund for Animal Welfare 
40 Norwich St. East 
Guelph, Ontario, Canada 
N1H 2G6 
 
4 January 2008 

                                                 
11 Smith 2005, p 9. 
12 Butterworth, A, P. Gallego, N. Gregory,  S. Harris, and C. Soulsbury. 2007. Welfare aspects of the Canadian 
seal hunt: preliminary report. 30 pp. 
13 Smith 2005, p 14. 
14 Smith 2005, p 12. 




