
CANADIAN SEAL HUNT
BLOODPRINTS ON ICE

In 1983, Canada’s commercial seal hunt
collapsed amid global protest. But by the
early 90s, cod were scarce. Canadian fish-
eries and politicians blamed the seals.

Meanwhile, foreign and domestic fishing
fleets looted Newfoundland’s Grand Banks
fishery. Oversize drag trawlers, with goliath
nets that gobbled their way down to the
sea floor, wasted minerals and vegetation
as they dragged up cod by the ton.

In 1992, when the draggers surfaced
empty, politicians scrambled to save local
fisheries with subsidies. They also pledged
to eradicate the “cod-killing” seal. Yet
Brian Tobin, onetime Minister of Canada’s
Department of Fisheries and Oceans
(DFO), refused to criminalize the seal
because his own staff had no conclusive
studies to verify a link between harp seals
and diminishing cod.

Set to leave the DFO to become
Newfoundland’s Premier in 1995, Tobin
suddenly faced a seal-hating constituency.
In a campaign flip-flop, he proclaimed:
"There is only one major player still fishing
the cod. His name is harp and his second
name is seal." Tobin’s final gift as DFO
minister was the launch of a bigger and
bolder seal hunt.

Since then, offshore draggers continue to
scourge the coasts beyond the govern-
ment’s 200-mile boundary. Canadian
firms still buy imported cod while fishing-
repressed Newfoundlanders subsist on
federal handouts. Rather than zero in on
overfishing, authorities prefer to kill seals. 

"I would like to see the six million seals,
or whatever number is out there, killed 

A white furry face with black moon eyes presses
against her frantic mother. The pup hesitates
before lifting her head to meet the blow of a club.
Two more hits smash the fragile skull. The hunter
forces a hook into the baby seal’s head to haul her
across the ice floes to a waiting boat.

A nearby sealer overshoots, fracturing another
pup’s ribs. Warm red strands bisect the ice as the
man kicks the shrieking seal on to his back. A terri-
fied mother watches the sealer skin her pup from
groin to throat.

These brutal portraits will emerge nearly 1 million times
over a three-year span. Fisherman off the shores of
Newfoundland and Labrador will use clubs to kill white-
coat pups and high-powered rifles to gun down adults.
With an annual 350,000 kills, Canada conducts the
world’s largest massacre of marine wildlife. 

Young seals are clubbed to avoid bullet-riddled pelts.
Although the slaughter of unweaned pups is forbidden,
an estimated 95% of fatalities in 2003 were 12 days to
12 months old. In April of 2004, The New York Times
reported, “With one or two blows to the head, they
crush the skulls, sometimes leaving the young animals in
convulsions.”

Men bludgeoning fuzzy-wuzzy pups? In Canada the
harp seal is no cute critter. He is the official scapegoat for
a depressed fishing industry. 
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