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public will continue to see the bloody pictures of the hunt on 
its TV screens. We will be deemed to have failed.

We have to understand that the EU represents only a 
small fraction of the commercial market, when compared 
to Norway, Russia and China. Further, even in the unlikely 
situation that there were a global ban on such products, 
seals would still be hunted as part of a cull or conservation 
measures to manage fish stocks. Small scale seal hunting is 
also carried out in a number of our member states, in some 
of which the animal welfare requirements are of a very high 
order. An overall ban, if achievable, would cause difficulties 
with those countries to say nothing of the WTO challenge 
that will inevitably come from Canada.

Of course, this will remain, above all, a political decision, 
and we must be prepared to risk a legal challenge if we are 
convinced that what we are doing is correct. Yet we must ask: 
will a ban achieve what most European citizens want? Will it 
even respect the dual aims of parliament’s own declaration? In 
both cases, the answer is no. The commission has recognised 
this and attempted in its own, rather confusing proposal to 
move in the right direction, to curtail the trade unless animal 
welfare standards are respected. Such standards will be dif-
ficult to enforce, but this is the only way to give ourselves 
some leverage over what goes on in the high seas off a third 
country. If we are serious about the welfare of these beautiful 
wild animals, this is the better political route. Even better and 
more legally defensible – a labelling system with even higher 
welfare requirements. 

Animal 
welfare first
An EU ban on seal products will have little impact on the commercial hunting of seals, writes  
Diana Wallis. What is needed is a clear labelling system that meets high animal welfare standards

L
et’s be clear that we are currently dealing with a 
legislative proposal on seal products largely because 
of a hugely successful campaign in the European 
parliament in 2006 which resulted in the adoption 
of a written declaration. That declaration sought 
to ban the trade in products from two species 

of seal hunted predominately in Canada and Greenland, 
whilst also seeking to respect the traditional Inuit hunt. Yet 
it was quite clear that the main target of this campaign was 
Canada’s commercial seal hunt, about which there has been 
a widespread, long-standing public concern in most of our 
member states.

The European commission responded to parliament’s dec-
laration in the form of a proposal for a certification scheme, 
which they still confusingly call a ban, whereby seal products 
can only be traded in the EU if they come from seals that 
are killed and skinned under systems that meet high animal 
welfare standards. These standards were themselves based 
on recommendations by the European Food Standards 
Authority. Furthermore, the commission rightly proposed 
a general exemption for any products sourced through the 
Inuit hunt. This approach towards the traditions of these 
indigenous peoples was again indirectly, but overwhelm-
ingly, endorsed by parliament in its more recent resolution 
on Arctic governance.

Despite the commission’s prompt response to parliament’s 
declaration, there are still those who wish to go much further 
by banning the trade in all seal products whatsoever in the 
EU, without any possibility for derogations or conditions for 
humane or more animal welfare respectful hunts. Of course, it 
is clear if you are against killing these animals at all, that is an 
absolute and principled position. The problem is that, whilst it 
may make us feel more comfortable in Europe, it may not save 
or improve the lot of one Canadian seal, and the European 

“Will a ban achieve what most European citizens want? 
Will it even respect the dual aims of parliament’s own 
declaration? In both cases, the answer is no”

Diana Wallis is 
parliament’s 
rapporteur on 
the trade on seal 
products
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not difficult for these professionals and enforcement officers 
who have developed the necessary skills to work in these 
areas safely and efficiently. 

Independent veterinarians have concluded that the vast 
majority of animals are killed humanely. The European food 
safety authority (EFSA) concluded that the approved methods 
used to kill seals in Canada were humane. Although images 
of animals being killed are never pretty, EFSA concluded that 
seal videos are difficult to interpret and do not necessarily 
represent inhumane practices. Studies supported and often 
funded by anti-hunting organisations claim that the Canadian 
seal hunt is inhumane. However, in their review, EFSA 
concluded that these are not proper scientific studies that 
represent the entire hunt. 

Some have also argued that the Canadian hunt endangers 
seal populations. This is not true. We have developed a manage-
ment approach based on the precautionary principle. At more 
than 5.5 million the current harp seal population is near the 
highest ever, approximately three times that seen in the early 
1970s. We incorporate adverse impacts from climate change 
into our estimates and future population projections are made 
assuming worsening environmental conditions. A ban will 
not improve animal welfare standards or stop the seal hunt. 
However, it will have a significant negative effect on fisher-
men in small coastal communities and the Inuit, even if the 
ban includes an exemption or derogation. If a ban is imposed, 
Canada will continue to defend Canadian sealers and will be 
within its rights to challenge such actions at the WTO.

Canada supports the concept of developing international 
standards to ensure the humane killing of seals and we have 
shown that we are willing to work with partners and organi-
sations to develop appropriate standards for animal welfare. 
Such standards must continue to be developed through dia-
logue among sealing nations and experts rather than being 
imposed through legislation. 

Facts and 
misconceptions
Misinformation about Canada’s seal hunt hides the fact that the annual 
cull is sustainable, well-managed and humane, writes Garry Stenson

E
uropeans have often been misinformed about the 
Canadian seal hunt. This article is intended to 
clarify some of the facts. The recent call for a ban 
by the European parliament is unjustified as the 
seal hunt is humane, well managed and sustainable. 
The seal hunt is an important source of income for 

people living in small rural communities as well as being a key 
component of their traditional resource-dependent lifestyles. 
Polls commissioned by the Canadian government show that 
Canadians support the seal hunt. Globally, wildlife hunting 
and fishing are accepted practices as long as they are conducted 
in a manner that is sustainable, well-managed and humane. 

We have a long history of addressing animal welfare con-
cerns. We introduced laws to regulate the seal hunt and to 
establish standards for humane killing methods in 1964 and 
have regularly updated them. The current regulatory update 
will ensure that our sealers employ the best practices based 
on the most recent expert advice. These changes include 
prohibiting the use of hakapik for older seals, improving the 
methods used to determine irreversible unconsciousness and 
implementing a requirement for bleeding. 

The seal hunt is effectively monitored and enforced by 
professional fishery officers who undergo three years of 
enforcement training. Some argue that the geographic area 
over which our hunt is conducted is too vast to monitor 
and enforce. In fact, sealing activities are actually quite con-
centrated and are easily monitored using dedicated vessels, 
aircraft, on-ice observation and inspection and a satellite-
linked vessel monitoring system. Monitoring activities will be 
significantly increased in 2009 with, among other improve-
ments, the use of aircraft-mounted cameras. There are also 
independent onboard observers who monitor the hunt. 
Claims that environmental conditions are too unfavourable 
to permit humane killing are false. Moving around on the ice, 
hunting from a boat or carrying out monitoring activities is 

Dr Garry Stenson is 
head of the marine 
mammal section 
at the Canadian 
department of 
fisheries and 
oceans
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or a prohibition with exemptions for countries that meet certain 
standards of slaughter. The problem is both of these proposals are 
based on two entirely false precepts: that commercial seal killing 
can ever be made acceptably humane, and that commercial seal 
kills can ever be effectively monitored. Veterinary experts have 
repeatedly concluded that commercial seal killing can never be 
made humane because of the physical environment in which the 
kills take place, the unique physical characteristics of seals and the 
speed at which the killing is conducted. In 2007, several leading 
European veterinary experts in humane slaughter methods 
observed Canada’s commercial seal kill. Their report concluded 
that it was inherently inhumane and should be stopped. 

In Canada, sealers routinely work in gale force winds, freez-
ing rain, low visibility and high ocean swells, amidst treacherous 
sea ice. In these conditions, hundreds of thousands of seals are 
slaughtered, with consistent accuracy in both clubbing and 
shooting a practical impossibility. These conditions also make 
effective monitoring impossible. In Canada, over 1000 sealing 
vessels spread out across an area of open ocean and ice floes larger 
than France. The slaughter occurs so far offshore, that govern-
ment helicopters cannot even reach the areas where most of 
the killing occurs. Because of the intensity of the killing, official 
monitors would almost have to be everywhere at once to effec-
tively monitor the slaughter. Not surprisingly, veterinary studies 
have concluded consistently since the 1960s that adequate moni-
toring of the commercial seal hunt does not and cannot occur. 

Clearly, if the killing is inherently cruel, and the slaughters 
cannot be effectively monitored, the only way forward is an 
unconditional prohibition on seal product trade. That is what 
European citizens clearly want. The overwhelming majority of 
MEPs have already expressed their support for a full ban. It is 
also what member states demand. In the near future, your voice 
will be critical. Please support an unconditional prohibition on 
seal product trade and help put an end to unacceptably cruel 
slaughter of seals. 

Real hope 
for seals
MEPs should back an unconditional prohibition on seal product trade and help 
put an end to the unacceptably cruel slaughter, argues Rebecca Aldworth

A
s you read this, baby seals are being clubbed to 
death in Canada’s annual commercial seal slaugh-
ter, the largest kill of marine mammals on earth. 
The European parliament has the power to stop 
this now. Just days ago, my colleagues and I from 
Humane Society International watched helplessly, 

unable to intervene, as sealers beat the first terrified seal pups 
with wooden bats and cut them open. The cruelty we wit-
nessed is heartbreaking. Even harder to bear is the knowledge 
that hundreds of thousands more seals will die brutally over 
the next three months. 

This is my 11th year documenting the commercial seal slaugh-
ter in Canada. In that time, I’ve seen unimaginable cruelty - live 
seals impaled on hooks and dragged across the ice; seals sliced 
open while still conscious; wounded seals left to suffer in agony, 
choking on their own blood. But now there is real hope for the 
seals. In the coming weeks, parliament’s internal market and 
consumer protection committee will participate in an historic 
vote - which will decide the fate of millions of seals. This spring, 
MEPs will choose whether to prohibit the trade in products of 
commercial seal slaughters – or not. 

It is a crucial decision. Virtually all seal products are 
exported from Canada because Canadians are overwhelm-
ingly opposed to the slaughter. The EU is a primary market 
for Canadian seal products and seals will continue to die in 
horrible ways in Canada until this trade ceases. Europeans 
have tried for decades to end the trade. In 1983, the European 
parliament prohibited EU trade in the skins of newborn seals. 
Most recently, Belgium, the Netherlands, Slovenia, Germany, 
France, Italy and Austria have banned trade in all seal products 
or announced intentions to so do, regardless of the age of the 
seals. In 2006, 425 MEPs signed a written declaration calling 
for a full EU ban on seal product trade. 

Unfortunately, certain MEPs are now proposing weak gestures 
instead of robust legislative measures - such as a labelling scheme 

Rebecca Aldworth 
is the director of 
Humane Society 
International/
Canada
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The International Fur Trade Federation (IFTF) and its Members 
urge MEPs to act in the best interests of the welfare and 

conservation of all seals, by supporting an achievable derogation 
procedure when voting on the European Commission’s proposed 
Regulation on trade in seal products. An unconditional import ban 
will do nothing to improve the welfare of seals traded outside the EU 
or those seals hunted for non-trade reasons. 

Seals are hunted for many reasons, including inside the EU. The 
Commission has funded projects to educate European fishermen 
and consumers on the multiple uses of harvested seals, and 
encourage the sustainable use of nature’s renewable resources.  Seal 
populations have been growing in the Baltic Sea and in the North 
Atlantic for 20 years. They are abundant and not endangered. Seals 
are hunted  (and will continue to be hunted) in many EU countries 
to protect fishing interests.

Well-managed seal hunts are in line with Article 1 of the Convention 
on Biological Diversity and with the IUCN-World Conservation 

Union’s Policy Statement on Sustainable Use of Wild Living Resources. 
Respectful use of a natural resource creates social and economic 
incentives that are so important for sustainable conservation.

This respectful use principle is integral to seal hunting cultures. The 
recent EFSA report states that it is possible to hunt seals humanely. 
A trade ban on the products of any seal hunt will be devastating 
to these remote communities with few other tradeable resources. 
They should be given the chance to learn from humane EU sealing 
practices where they differ. 

By setting down a clear, achievable derogation procedure [to the 
proposed ban], the EU will give all sealing nations an incentive 
to adjust their welfare practices so that they can meet EU sealing 
standards. 

Sealing nations must be given the opportunity to learn from and 
adopt the EU practices. Only such international cooperation will 
encourage best animal welfare.

TO BENEFIT THE CONSERVATION AND WELFARE OF SEALS WITHIN AND OUTSIDE THE EU, 
WE URGE MEPs TO VOTE IN FAVOUR OF ACHIEVABLE CONDITIONS FOR DEROGATIONS.

The Inuit community of 
Pangnirtung, Nunavut,Canada

Hunter in Newfoundland, Canada

www.iftf.com

GIVE ALL SEAL HUNTS THE CHANCE TO LEARN FROM EU HUMANE PRACTICE  ©
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has direct impacts on people’s ability to feed their families, to 
teach their children and to carry out our way of life. Sealing 
contributes over $1m annually to Nunavut’s economy. That 
may sound like a small figure to some, but to the hundreds of 
hunters who use that money to feed their families, it is a huge 
loss. What is worse is that the estimated replacement food 
value of the seals we hunt is more than $5m.

The European commission released their communication 
on the Arctic region last year. This report recognises the 
importance of the hunting of marine mammals to the indig-
enous people of the Arctic and asserts that the proposed ban 
on seal products “should not adversely affect the fundamental 
economic and social interests of indigenous communities 
traditionally engaged in the hunting of seals.” Their proposed 

ban will take away the markets for our seal 
skins, and we won’t be able to sell them. If 
we can’t sell them, we can’t raise the money 
it costs to continue to hunt for food. By 
any measure, that is a profound adverse 
effect on our fundamental economic and 
social interests.

Seals are a significant part of our history 
and our present, allowing us to survive 

and thrive in an Arctic environment. The ability to sell the 
by-products of our hunt for a plentiful species allows us to 
continue to feed our families. Inuit hunters rely on the prin-
ciples of Inuit Qaujimajatuqngit (Inuit knowledge) and the 
traditional values of respecting all animals and conducting 
humane hunting practices. As one dimension of our mixed 
economy, sealing helps address the limited opportunities for 
wage employment in our remote communities. A ban on seal 
products will not address concerns regarding humane practices 
or conservation; it will only impose additional challenges to 
communities that can least afford to face them. 

Sealing  
our future
A ban on seal products will not address concerns regarding 
humane practices but will impose additional challenges to Inuit 
communities that can least afford to face them, argues Simon Awa

T
he European commission is proposing a ban on seals, 
or to be more precise, a ban on placing on the market 
in, importing into, transit through or export from 
EU countries, any seal products unless it is proven 
that they were hunted in a manner that did not use 
avoidable pain or distress. To shelter Inuit from the 

effects of the ban, a provision for an Inuit exemption has been 
made so that products from seals traditionally harvested would 
still be allowed. It will not matter, as we know from experience 
that, despite these words, a ban will affect Inuit culturally, 
socially, and economically.

We’ve been through this before. In 1983, Inuit experienced 
the devastating socio-economic effects of a European seal ban 
that was not targeted at Inuit and that also exempted Inuit 
hunted seals. The exemption for Inuit meant 
nothing when the markets disappeared. 
Many Inuit communities lost 60 per cent 
of their total annual income. For example, 
in Resolute Bay an isolated community 
of about 175 people, income from sealing 
dropped from $55,000 to $2,400. With this 
significant loss in earnings, hunters could 
not afford the costs of fuel, equipment and 
supplies needed to hunt for food, decreasing their ability to 
provide for their family and community. Self-sufficient, inde-
pendent hunters were forced on to welfare, contributing to years 
of social problems and a loss of our connection with the land. 
The economy was slow to recover, and only in the past 10 years 
has the market for seal products returned. This new demand for 
seals has been of immense benefit to our people.

Although the ban is still a proposal under review, it is already 
affecting us. At recent sales our seal skins were left unsold. The 
buyers, hearing rumours of a possible EU ban, are nervous. The 
ban will not only affect the commercial trade of seal skins. It 

“Seals are a significant 
part of our history and 
our present, allowing us 
to survive and thrive in 
an Arctic environment”

Simon Awa is 
deputy minister at 
the department 
of environment 
for the Nunavut 
government 
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A labelling scheme will NOT prevent products, made of inhumanely killed seals, from ending up 
on our EU market.

A ban with a so-called ‘humane killing derogation’ is UNENFORCEABLE in practice and such a 
ban will NOT adequately address animal welfare concerns of 
citizens from across Europe.

RESPOND TO EU CITIZENS AND SHOW YOUR SUPPORT FOR 
A FULL BAN WITH A CLEAR INUIT EXEMPTION

No, we can’t

Yes, we can

stop the trade in cruelly obtained seal 
products with a labelling scheme 

stop this trade with a full ban
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sistent with accurate clubbing and adequate checking. We also 
found that there was evidence of swallowing activity, which 
would not occur after death, indicated by blood swallowed into 
the stomach from the oral and face wounds.

The commercial seal hunt takes place in an environment 
that does not enable sealers to apply humane slaughter prin-
ciples consistently and effectively. While we observed the 
hunt, sealers were killing seals in severe weather conditions 
including large ocean swells, strong winds, low visibility and 
freezing rain. 

Some amendments to the existing regulations have been 
put forward. The first of these is elimination of the use of the 

hakapik as a primary killing method 
for seals over a year of age. This is 
almost an irrelevance in that virtually 
all seals are less than three months 
old when they are killed. Secondly, it 
is proposed that seals are bled out for 
one minute after hakapik stunning 
before skinning takes place. There is 
no scientific basis for the choice of ‘one 

minute’, this time is a shorter period than that required in 
animals killed in a slaughterhouse, and marine mammals may 
have the potential for prolonged consciousness at low blood 
oxygen levels. Thirdly, it is still permissible to use a hook or 
gaff to drag an animal at any stage, no mention of this activity 
is made in the amendment. 

The practicalities and problems of ensuring a humane death 
for the large numbers of seals killed in this hunt force the 
conclusion that this practice should be considered inhumane 
when compared to the standards we have adopted for farmed 
animals in Europe. 

Practicalities 
and problems
From a scientific viewpoint, the Canadian seal hunt is inhumane when compared 
to the standards adopted for farmed animals in Europe, reports Andy Butterworth

C
an commercial seal hunting be considered accept-
ably humane in comparison with standards required 
in Europe for the humane treatment of animals at 
the time of their death? To provide rational science 
based answers to this question I participated in 
a study of the welfare aspects of Canada’s com-

mercial seal hunt. A veterinary team was formed, and in April 
2007 we flew to Newfoundland. We reviewed many hours of 
video footage gathered over the past five years, and observed 
ourselves (from a helicopter) animals being shot, clubbed or 
both shot and clubbed, and also hooking and gaffing activ-
ity, and skinning. From observation of the hunt directly from 
the helicopter and from video analysis, 
the team concluded that there was 
widespread disregard for the require-
ments of Canada’s marine mammal 
regulations. Although many of the seals 
observed were clearly wounded by the 
clubbing and shooting, sealers did not 
routinely monitor for unconsciousness 
(as required) before skinning them. 

We saw sealers routinely use a gaff or hook usually into the 
eye, cheek or mouth (the face is chosen to avoid damage to 
the pelt) to drag the seal across the ice, in many cases without 
first applying any check for unconsciousness. In 44 per cent of 
the cases observed seals showed some response to stimuli after 
being hooked and dragged and our analysis of killing events 
indicated that in 82 per cent of cases where seals were shot, the 
seal was not immediately killed by the first bullet. 

We conducted post mortems on a sample of carcasses that 
had been left on the ice. The degree and position of skull and 
facial bone damage and fracture in these animals was not con-

“The team concluded that 
there was widespread 
disregard for the 
requirements of Canada’s 
marine mammal regulation”

Dr Andy Butterworth 
is senior research 
fellow, clinical 
veterinary science 
at the University of 
Bristol, UK
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majority of seals within EU and non-EU countries are killed 
rapidly and effectively. 

The trade in the by-products of managed, sustainable 
hunts is in line with the IUCN (World Conservation 
Union) policy statement on sustainable use of wild living 
resources and article 1 of the convention on biological 
diversity. Indeed, in 2004 IUCN members, including all EU 
members, voted in favour of a resolution calling for no new 
import bans on products from abundant seal populations. 

It makes sense for the EU to exert its considerable 
influence to drive the existing welfare standards towards 
international or EU welfare standards for seal hunting. Seal 
hunts will continue to conserve seal populations, marine 
habitats and traditional coastal communities. The proposed 
labelling of the by-products of seal hunts can provide 
market incentives to improve welfare standards if it is 

non-discriminatory. As proposed by 
the European commission, deroga-
tions to the current draft regulation 
could provide similar incentives, if 
they are achievable. 

The International Fur Trade 
Federation supports the develop-
ment of any international welfare 
standards that give clarification to 
consumers and hunters and encom-

pass all seals, hunted for trade or population management, 
within or without of the EU. 

The EU could make a positive contribution to remote 
coastal communities by not taking the punitive action of a 
trade ban on one of their natural resources. Instead, the EU 
should become an integral partner in the standardisation 
process for the welfare benefit of all seals. 

A threat to 
livelihoods
The EU has the opportunity to make a positive contribution 
to remote coastal communities by not implementing a 
trade ban on seal products, writes Juliette Bailey

T
hroughout the North Atlantic, remote Inuit and 
other coastal communities utilise their plentiful 
natural resources for food, fuel and trade. Farming 
is not an option in these places. There are few local 
employers. Importing necessities is difficult and 
expensive. As seal populations continue to rise in 

the Atlantic, the pressure on local fish stocks is increasing 
(harp seal populations have risen by nearly 300 per cent since 
the 1970s). The managed, respectful hunting and culling of 
seals will always be a fact of life in these areas. In Greenland, 
the trade in products from seals is essential for the liveli-
hoods of over 50 per cent of the population and is often the 
only source of cash income. For the hunting communities of 
Canada, sealing provides up to 35 per cent of their annual 
income. A trade ban in the EU on seal products would be 
devastating to these far-flung communities who can only 
survive by utilising their abundant, 
wild living resources. 

The draft regulation to ban the 
trade in seal products into the EU 
is predicated on the intention to 
improve the animal welfare of seal 
hunts. In Europe we accept culls 
and hunts of different species (for 
instance 400,000 muskrat in the 
Netherlands and 500,000 red foxes 
in Germany). Outside the EU in Canada, Norway and 
Greenland for example, the hunting of seals is managed 
and regulated according to standards established by their 
national veterinarians and scientists. Seal hunts also exist 
within the EU, including in Sweden, the UK and Finland. 
The European food safety authority (EFSA) report states 
that it is possible to hunt seals humanely and that the 

Juliette Bailey is 
executive director 
of the International 
Fur Trade 
Federation (IFTF)
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“A trade ban in the EU on seal 
products would be devastating to 
these far-flung communities who 
can only survive by utilising their 
abundant, wild living resources”





Footnotes:
1 http://today.mun.ca/news.php?news_id=3923
2 Assessment of the Bioavailability of Omega Gold Seal Based Omega-3 Supplement in Human Subjects, Guelph 
University, May 31 2007
3 See www.sealsandsealing.net for more information.
4 Frost & Sullivan, 2008

Ill-informed EU decision 
could deprive citizens of 
leading health product

“Seal oil is mostly 
contaminated and not fit for 
human consumption.”
David Martin, UK MEP
International Trade Committee (Nov. 6, 2008)

Canadian seal oil products meet quality standards
In Canada, seal blubber is processed into seal oil according to rules and regulations set by the Canadian Food 
Inspection Agency. Seal oil products imported into Europe meet both World Health Organization and European 
standards for human consumption. 

They are called essential fatty acids for a reason

Seal oil is a superior source of Omega-3
Not only is seal oil fit for human consumption, it is an 
excellent source of essential fatty acids (EFAs).

Omega-3 EFAs are essential because they are not 
produced by the human body and must be obtained 
from our diet or dietary supplements.

Seal oil is considered superior to fish oils because it 
contains three EFAs rather than just the two contained 
in fish oil.1  

  

Human Health
Scientific studies show positive results for medical 
treatments. Seal oil in particular is linked to reducing 
heart disease risk by 32%.2

Omega-3 EFAs have proven beneficial for treating3:
Diabetes
Arthritis
Crohn’s disease
Depression
Cardiovascular disease

Eczema
Menopause
Parkinson’s disease
ADHD

Europe is part of a growing world demand
Demand for the health benefits of Omega-3 makes seal oil the fastest growing market for any seal product. The EU 
market for Omega 3 EFAs is predicted to grow 24% per annum over the next six years to a value of €0.82 billion.4

“Propaganda can lead us in making 
uneducated decisions – depriving 
people of value in day to day living.”
Chief Roy S. Jones, Jr.
Hereditary Chief of the Raven Wolf of Tanu Haida Gwaii, 
BC Canada(Dec. 2008)
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are raised and killed to meet nutritional needs, wild seals 
are killed primarily for the luxury fur market. Most of the 
seal carcasses are left on the ice and some 80 per cent of the 
blubber is reportedly discarded. Such wasteful killing for 
entirely non-essential products, including fur coats and trim, 
coarse leather, and trinkets, violates a fundamental conserva-
tion principle and distinguishes commercial sealing from 
most other hunts. 

The most salient answer to the question posed at the start 
of this article is that both individual citizens and modern 
society place different values on different animals – even on 
closely related mammals like seal pups and puppy dogs – and 
those values evolve over time. In the case of seals, millions of 
European citizens have voiced the opinion that they no longer 
want any part of the inhumane and wasteful commercial seal 
hunts that continue in parts of the world today. They have 
made an ethical choice and have demanded that their elected 
representatives ban the trade in seal products within the EU. 
That is the way societal change happens in democracies. 

If the European parliament responds to its electorate and 
passes a trade ban on seal products, such a decision would be 
entirely consistent with many of the decisions that elected 
members routinely make on behalf of their constituents. 
Their collective decision would simply reflect the progressive 
values and choices of the majority of EU citizens. 

Progressive 
values
An EU trade ban on seal products would simply 
reflect the progressive values and choices of the 
majority of EU citizens, argues David Lavigne

W
hy should seals be treated differently from 
other sentient mammals? When this ques-
tion was recently asked at a hearing on trade 
in seal products organised by the European 
parliament’s internal market and consumer 
protection committee, the implication was 

that seals receive preferential treatment. However the ques-
tion can also be looked at from another perspective. 

It is true that some seal species are treated quite differ-
ently from other sentient mammals. For instance, in the last 
four years, more than a million newly-weaned harp seal pups 
have been killed in Canada’s commercial seal hunt. The size 
of this slaughter alone puts harp seals in a different category 
from most other wildlife species – it is the largest remaining 
slaughter of a marine mammal population anywhere in the 
world. The fact that the animals killed are pups between two 
weeks and three months old also puts seals in a different cat-
egory; most wildlife hunts explicitly protect young animals. 

The manner in which seals are killed also distinguishes 
them from how we treat other closely related mammals. 
Imagine a litter of newly-weaned golden retriever puppies 
frolicking in a public park. Two men approach, one with a 
rifle, the other with a cricket bat. They start shooting and 
clubbing the animals, killing some instantly and wounding 
others. When all the puppies have been immobilised, the 
man with the bat returns to club those who remain alive, 
before skinning them. Such a scenario would be illegal in 
many countries, and would not be tolerated. Yet, this is the 
scenario that unfolds legally, year after year, with seal pups on 
the ice off Canada’s east coast. 

The products made from dead seals put them into a dif-
ferent category from other mammals too. Whereas livestock 

“If the European parliament responds to its electorate and 
passes a trade ban on seal products, such a decision would 
be entirely consistent with many of the decisions that elected 
members routinely make on behalf of their constituents”

David Lavigne is 
science advisor to 
the International 
Fund for Animal 
Welfare (IFAW)
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THE CRUEL

…and the savage slaughter of hundreds of thousands of seals 
will come to an end.

MEPs and Member States must impose a ban with no 
exemptions for so-called  “humane slaughter” – a condition 
which can neither be applied nor policed in practice.

Stop the bloodshed now!

www.bansealtrade.eu
Sign the Petition!
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Frieda Brepoels
The commission’s proposal on trade in seal products is unen-
forceable and fails to meet concerns expressed by EU citizens. 
As rapporteur in the environment committee, I am in favour 
of a full ban with a limited exemption for Inuit communities. 
Citizens have repeatedly objected to the cruel slaughter, and the 
parliament already asked the commission in 2006 to propose 
a trade ban. Meanwhile some member states have adopted 
national trade bans. Other countries, like the USA, have similar 
bans in place. The proposal clearly does not stand the test: seal 
hunts occur in remote, widespread and poorly accessible areas, 
under extreme weather conditions and on unstable ice. These 
conditions form a severe obstacle to comply with the so-called 
three-step procedure (stunning, checking, and bleeding). The 
same unverifiable conditions make effective monitoring and 
enforcement by the responsible authorities virtually impossible. I 
strongly believe that a total trade ban is justified based on public 
moral, animal welfare and environmental concerns.

David Martin 
Animal welfare is an area in which I probably get lobbied most 
and in terms of the proposed EU ban on the trade in seal prod-
ucts the view of my constituents is that the ban does not go far 
enough. Ever since I first became an MEP, I have been arguing 
for such a ban. I believe that the Canadian hunt is cruel and 
brutal and that it is time for the EU to stop importing this 
cruelty. The parliament now has some serious work to do in 
ensuring the ban is as robust as possible. Current derogations 
must be removed as they will completely undermine the objec-
tive of the proposal.

Véronique Mathieu
The proposal, at its heart, doesn’t hold water; it’s not solid. 
This is because, on the one hand, the commission carried out 
a consultation in which 160 countries took part, and only got 

74,000 responses. For a citizens’ consultation, that number of 
responses is very modest. On the other hand, the commission 
refers to an EFSA study, and when one reads this study, as 
I have – and I’m not disputing EFSA itself – one finds that 
it’s based on old documents (one dates back 30 years). The 
commission has not made a big enough distinction between 
large-scale and small-scale hunting. Animal welfare also 
depends on the manner in which one hunts. It’s for these 
reasons that I think the commission’s response to this problem 
is inadequate. I am absolutely not in favour of a total ban, and 
I would be completely in agreement with Diana Wallis. 

Irena Belohorská
The EU has a public and moral obligation to address environ-
mental concerns and to contribute to a consistent international 
regime against large-scale commercial seal hunts. The  original 
proposal, even though it envisages a ban on most trade in seal 
products, is caught up in a web of too many derogations and 
exemptions, and would thus fail to meet the very objectives, it 
tries to achieve. The European public moral, the principles of 
animal welfare and environmental concerns related to large-
scale commercial seal hunt, can only be addressed by a widely 
defined ban. However future regulation will have to ensure 
that the trade ban will not have an impact on indigenous seal 
hunting communities. 

Brigitte Fouré
Seals are hunted mainly for their skin, fat, and meat. The 
methods used to kill seals and their effectiveness vary consid-
erably from one country to another. These include shooting, 
clubbing or catching them in traps and nets whereas EFSA 
recognised that there are some ways to kill the seals without 
causing any suffering, our goal must be to prevent such unac-
ceptable practices. In order to do so, it seems to me that the 
best solution is to prohibit the sale of items which may have 
been produced from seals that were killed inhumanely. I am 
convinced that citizens do not want to buy products which 
have been cruelly obtained. 

Christel Schaldemose
We need to adopt a ban in order to prevent the atrocious seal 
hunt in Canada. But we also need to take the Inuit people into 
account. We should keep the Inuit clause because the Inuit 
people of Greenland are in close contact with and take nature 

To ban or not to ban?
As the previous articles have shown, the 
issue of seal hunting is highly emotive. 
Here we print the edited highlights of MEPs’ 
comments on the commission’s proposals 
currently going through parliament
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into consideration when hunting. They often hunt alone and 
only one or two seals at a time. They hunt for several months 
instead of just a few weeks - and they only hunt when the 
weather is good. For the Inuit people the seal hunt is about 
survival and jobs. And this is entirely in line with the written 
declaration adopted by the parliament.

Christian Rovsing
The proposal to ban seal hunting places the welfare of animals, 
above the welfare of the Greenlandic people. For more than 5000 
years, seal hunting has been a way of life for the Greenlandic 
people. Seal skins are one of Greenland´s few exports other than 
shrimp and fish. While the commission claims that the ban on 
seal products would not impact the Inuit seal trade and hunt, 
this notion is in fact, false. A proposed ban, as suggested by the 
commission, is not justifiable in the case of the Greenlandic seal 
skin trade. 

Dragoş Florin David
Sometimes sensitive problems cannot be resolved by radical 
measures. I fully support the signed Declaration of 425 MEPs 
from 2006 but it is obvious that we cannot take such extreme 
decisions such as banning the products from seals kills or to 
propose a labelling scheme. Both of them are not very practical; 
to ban such products would affect international trade rules and 
also parts of economy for the countries dealing in this sector; to 
propose a labelling scheme in order to ensure buyers that these 
animals are killed without causing avoidable pain will also be 
very difficult to manage it. I believe it would be better to get the 
common involvement of all stakeholders (EU, WTO, countries) 
in order to establish common rules and measures to ensure that 
such cruel practices are no longer encouraged.

Mojca Drčar Murko
The original proposal contains too many exemptions; however 
the rapporteur’s pledge for a “robust labelling scheme” instead 
of a complete ban on trade in seals is not helpful. It encour-
ages the illusion that the commercial hunt can be organised in 
a humane way. Between 250,000 and 350,000 harp seals from 
two weeks to three months old are butchered for their skins. It is 
not a sustenance hunt, it is not a “hunt” at all, but a slaughter, a 
legalised animal-cruelty operation for commercial purposes only. 
The seals are helpless as they lay on the ice floes and so young 
that they cannot yet swim. If you need convincing regarding the 
animal cruelty aspect, please view the video footage at www.
sealshurt.com. 

Gary Titley
The slaughter of animals is inevitably unpleasant and messy. 
That’s why most of us prefer it to be done behind closed 
doors - out of sight out of mind. Like other animals, seals are 

a source of food and commerce. The difference is that they are 
hunted in the wild where all can see the horrors of slaughter. 
That is why some want the hunt stopped and see an import 
ban as a step towards it. I will confess I used to be one of them 
but in recent years I have been to Canada, and talked to local 
communities. I have now changed my mind. Banning the hunt 
would create great hardship and lead many communities to 
collapse adding to the flight to towns. Is it ok to cull animals 
provided that nobody makes a profit out of it? So labelling yes 
- a trade ban no.

Kartika Liotard
The way seals are killed is cruel. This cruelty should not be 
imported into the EU. 

In the Netherlands we have fought very hard for a total 
ban on the import of seal fur. We did this successfully. Now 
the commission’s plans will undermine this achievement in 
favour of the internal market and in the name of “money”, 
instead of supporting animal welfare. I stand for a total ban 
on seal fur in the EU and I hope you’re with me.

Niels Busk
I am strongly against this proposal and have tabled amend-
ments to reject it completely. This is more about human 
emotions than animal welfare. I am a hunter myself and I 
see no difference in shooting a deer or a seal. Banning the 
commercial slaughter of wild animals would be a hypo-
critical step unless we then continue to ban the commercial 
slaughter of farm animals such as pigs, cows and chickens. 
In addition, I am greatly concerned for the many Inuit who 
depend on hunting seals and the income they earn from 
selling their skins. As a liberal I strongly believe that the 
best way to react is this: if you don’t like seal skin, then don’t 
buy it.

Ole Christensen
I find the proposed ban to be an appropriate approach to help 
put a stop to the Canadian killing methods. However several 
colleagues propose that the Inuits in Greenland should only 
be allowed to hunt seals for non-commercial purposes. I 
strongly disagree with that. It is one thing to enforce a ban 
in order to prevent the killings in Canada another to enforce 
a ban that wrongfully affect the Inuits. Seal hunting is regu-
lated and is carried out in a humane and efficient manner. 
A ban would therefore have immeasurable consequences for 
the entire Greenlandic socioeconomic situation. 

Olle Schmidt
A good animal protection policy is desired and highly 
needed. However, there are some flaws with the proposal 
from the commission. The rules are targeted at large-scale 
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hunting of seals which, in fact leads to the detriment of 
countries with small-scale hunting policies like for example 
the Nordic countries. In Sweden and Finland the hunting of 
seals is aimed at protecting the fish population which means 
that the proposed ban would create barriers for the hunting 
that is done since the rules does not make any distinctions 
between large- and small - scale hunting. 

Roger Helmer
The EU has no competence in the treaties for the welfare or 
control of wild animals, and if it sought to act in this area it 
could create a dangerous precedent. The seals argument has 
been blown out of proportion by the animal rights lobby. 
There is a wealth of evidence that the seal cull is no less 
humane than the slaughter of cattle in an abattoir, despite 
the handful of “blood on the snow” video clips peddled by 
lobbyists.  The trade is an important contributor to the live-
lihood of remote and relatively poor indigenous peoples. I 
oppose any new controls on seal products.

Arlene McCarthy
Parliament’s, IMCO Committee has acted to protect animal 
welfare in response to an overwhelming public outcry over 
the cruel and inhumane treatment of animals. In 2006 a 
majority of MEPs signed a written declaration, one of only 
seven adopted that year, calling on the commission to imme-
diately draft a regulation to ban the import, export and sale 
of seal products in the EU, noting that such a ban should 
not have an impact on traditional Inuit seal hunting, which 
represents a mere three per cent of the total hunt. 

Michl Ebner
This is the first legislative proposal which could indirectly 
impact hunting practices in the EU – which is strictly regu-
lated under national legislation in six member states. The 
commission even explicitly refers to “hunting” when speak-
ing about seal culling (slaughtering) in Canada. As president 
of the intergroup on sustainable hunting, I insist that the 
terminology is used correctly. The activities in Canada have 
nothing to do with traditional hunting practiced by the 
Inuit community and hunters in Europe. The products of 
traditional seal hunts in northern Europe are even financed 
by various EU projects, so it would be contradictory and 
discriminatory to ban seal products from outside the EU. 
It is crucial not to mix up the terms “hunting” and “culling” 
– or we will create highly negative impacts for the European 
hunt, industry, trade and job market.

Peter Šťastný
The proposed ban is not justifiable under current conditions. 
Seal populations in Canada, Sweden, Finland, Greenland, 

Norway, and Russia are not depleted or endangered. Canadian 
government estimates suggest there are more than 5.5 million 
harp seals just off Canada’s shores. Sealing presents economic 
benefits to remote, coastal communities where employment 
opportunities are limited. Seal pelts are used for clothes and 
home furnishings and seal oil can help reduce the incidence 
of coronary heart disease. The governments of Canada, 
Finland, Sweden, Norway, and Greenland already have strict 
regulations to ensure a humane hunt. Restrictions on seal 
products would hit some of the poorest members of society 
and negatively affect the marine ecosystem.

Ryszard Czarnecki 
In 2003, the Canadian government agreed to kill one 
million seal pups over three years. It was the biggest carnage 
of aquatic mammals, excluding natural catastrophes. The 
Ottawa government reduced the quota from 325,000 to 
about 290,000 within two years. However, it turned out 
that “only” 215,000 were killed – there were no more left. 
The commission must come out with an initiative banning 
imported seal products. The only question is whether the 
ban would be abided by 100 per cent or whether it would 
be contested by some member states. Undoubtedly, it would 
be better to have not a complete ban. It would take into 
account the respect of tradition, culture and societies all over 
the Arctic. It is not about our conscience but about moving 
towards the real and not a paper ban on the import of seal 
products.

Struan Stevenson
While an army of bureaucrats sit snugly behind their desks 
in Brussels planning the latest system of micro-management 
to plague the lives of Europe’s fishermen, there is an unspo-
ken rule that no-one can mention the word ‘seal’. Fishermen 
can be told to limit their catches, restrict the days they 
spend at sea and reduce their engine size. But the doe-eyed 
seals, beloved by the public and ruthlessly exploited for their 
earning power by the animal welfare NGOs, are allowed to 
do as they please. Some 360,000 tonnes of fish are being 
eaten by the UK seal population annually and fishermen 
calculate the loss to their industry at almost £3bn. Why do 
we tolerate these mammoth commercial losses? Because it is 
politically incorrect to point out that they are ruthless and 
merciless killers with voracious appetites. While fishermen 
were told to limit the amount of North Sea cod and haddock 
they caught last year, seals were allowed happily to munch 
their way through several hundred thousand tonnes. It is 
preposterous and illogical. Now the parliament is debat-
ing a plan by commissioner Stavros Dimas to implement a 
total ban on seal fur products. The message is crystal clear. 
Fishermen are expendable. Seals apparently are not. 


