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Introduction 

The seal hunt in Canada is a serious environmental issue that draws a lot of public and media 
attention.  The process involves immense violence, has questionable reasoning, methods 
and regulations, and is performed on a large scale.  Currently, Canada is accountable for the 
majority  of commercial sealing in the world (“Canadian seal harvest”, 2015).  Merchants and 
fishermen can earn a profit by selling seal products while the government can also benefit 
from their export (“An introduction”, n.d.). There are other stakeholders involved such as the 
seal product purchasers and the First Nations who consume seal products. 

There are others who would like to put an end to the consumption of seal products. Some 
animal welfare organizations boycott those supermarkets and retailers that sell seal products. 
It is also notable that some countries have already banned seal trade activities (Lavigne and 
Williams, 2011). 

In this report, firstly, a mental map provides the basic structure of our research. Then we will 
define why the seal hunt is a wicked problem and we will introduce the major stakeholders. 
Additionally, we will discuss the decisionmakers of the issue and how the governance is 
influenced by international, federal, social, and cultural issues. 

Framing the problem 



 
 

The Canadian seal hunt, as a controversial topic,  has become a wicked problem because of 
the existing conflict between the animal welfare organizations and the 
stakeholders. Recently, people found that the population of seal pups has decreased 
precipitously (“An introduction”, n.d.). Hence, the voices that wish to protect seals became 
louder and as a result, the conflicts between animal welfare organizations and seal hunters 
became more contentious. The seal hunt is a unique problem, and it seems to be neither right 
nor wrong, as there are many different views.  Furthermore, there are other stakeholders who 
get involved in this issue, for example the Canadian government, whose attitudes are 
ambiguous.  As the world’s largest commercial marine mammal slaughter (Butterworth, 
2012), the Canadian seal hunt provides the basic income for Coastal fishermen, a market for 
overseas consumers, and tax revenue.  For those reasons and others, the seal hunt is legal 
in Canada and the Canadian government supports the development of seal markets; that 
means seal hunt activities cannot be entirely banned in this country, which complicates the 
issue. Presently there are no solutions that can satisfy both the stakeholders and the animal 
welfare groups, making this problem persistent. 
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Governance 

The Canadian commercial seal hunt is controversial and leads to heated debate from the 
perspectives of sustainable stock management and humane killing. Canadian authorities, 
especially the Department of Fisheries and Oceans, are the key decision makers in this case 
and they claim that they have carefully incorporated different interests of stakeholders, such 
as aboriginal sealers, Asian markets, and European authorities. Although the government 
should undertake science-based decision-making that has transparency, accountability, and 
participation, there are some problematic decision-making processes and ineffective 
legislation in Canada. 

International laws are being considered an appropriate tool to affect the Canadian 
government’s decisions. Generally speaking, international regulations tend to support the 
sustainable stock of seals. The first international law to protect seals is the United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS)(UN General Assembly,1982). Article 61 and 
65 of this law obligate the coastal countries to avoid the over-exploitation of their environment 
while cooperating with other states to conserve the global marine systems. However, the 
Canadian government is unwilling to cooperate with other countries such as Greenland and 
Norway on the issue of seal conservation (Alder, Lugten, Kay, & Ferriss, 2001). Therefore, 
UNCLOS has little power in protecting seals, since it has no substantive provisions to solve 
issues (Hodges, 2009). There are other international agreements on conserving seals, 
including the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) and the North Atlantic Marine Mammal 
Commission (NAMMCO). CBD is a multilateral environmental agreement established for 
protecting biodiversity, but the law has no enforcement power or international standing. 
NAMMCO’s regional effectiveness limits its influence on the Canadian government since it 
focuses on domestic rather than international regulations (Hodges, 2009). 

Many countries and regions have banned trade of seal products to condemn the cruelty of 
seal hunt. As of 2013, 34 countries had banned the import of seal products, including the 
European Union, Russia, Sweden, the United States, and Taiwan (The Canadian Press, 
2011). The ban has potential power because countries such as Russia and Taiwan used to 
be major importers of Canadian seal pelts (“the Canadian seal”, 2013). The promotion of 
trade bans cut off Canada’s revenue from exporting seal products, which may potentially 
force the government to reevaluate their policies. 

The government’s official website “Fisheries and Oceans Canada” shows specific details of 
governmental management practices for seal hunting. First of all, the Total Allowable Catch 



(TAC) has been set for different species of seals. The TAC is a limitation on the maximum 
number of seals that can be hunted every year (Johnston& Santillo, 2005). Secondly, the 
harvest season and areas are set by the Marine Mammal Regulations (MMR).The regulation 
requires that hunting activities should take place between March and May in the Gulf of St. 
Lawrence. Thirdly, the Canadian government has published the commercial Fisheries 
Licensing Policy. It requires that fishermen register for sealing licenses. In addition, the 
Canadian Council of Professional Fish Harvesters carried out a policy that each province 
must provide training tools and certification requirements to sealers. For ensuring  the 
humaneness of the harvest, MMR also brought out a regulation stating that seals must be 
killed quickly using specific tools such as high-powered rifles, shotguns firing slugs, cubs, or 
hakapiks (“Integrated Fisheries Management”, 2011). 

Some of these policies are influenced by the local culture. The First Nations people in Canada 
have a tradition of hunting seals for at least 4000 years and they regard seals as a resource 
of food and income. Therefore, considering their cultural background, the licensing policy 
does not require Aboriginal people and people who live north of 53°N to register licenses. 

Although there are no specific agreements or policies on NGOs, their movements and 
activities can put pressure on the Canadian government. In 1987, under the pressure from 
animal welfare groups, government banned fishers from hunting the infant harp seal (white 
coat) and the infant hooded seals (blueback’s) in commercial hunting activities (Donworth, 
2012). Moreover, the environment and animal welfare organizations’ boycotts on Canadian 
seafood industry will have an effect on Canadian seafood exporting and will bring economic 
hardship. In the 1984 IFAW seafood boycott, BC salmon’s price dropped by 50% when 
exported to British fish market. Besides, the out-of-pocket costs of boycott would be 9 to 22 
times larger than the economic profits of the seal hunt. Although boycotts are not agreements, 
they could potentially enforce governors to end the seal hunt (Best, 2004). 

The Canadian government has a lot of policies applying to the management of seal hunting. 
Transparency, accountability and participation are three criteria to ensure that the 
governance is open, inclusive and effective. From the aspect of transparency, people can 
easily get information from the Fisheries and Ocean Canada website. Moreover, this website 
also has a page that lists some comparisons of myths and realities of the seal hunt. The 
website was last modified  on June 4th, 2015, providing up-to-date information for the public 
(“Public views”, 2005). In addition, the Canadian government also enables citizens to 
participate in management practices. The government has taken advice from animal 
protection groups that seals should not be killed alive. Sealers should also follow the “three-
step process” (stunning, checking and bleeding) to avoid cruelty. (“Integrated Fishery 
Management”, 2011) From the accountability aspect, there is little or no compliance with 
regulations by hunters and the Department of Fisheries and Oceans often fails to enforce and 
supervise the hunting activities. Another issue that needs to be addressed is that there is no 
local regulation found in Gulf of St. Lawrence, which is the main place for hunting. Also, the 
government does not give a specific sanction in situations where the numbers of seals being 
killed exceed the TAC.  As there is a gap between federal regulation and local practices, the 
governance framework is regarded as having low cooperation and coordination. This can also 
be concluded from the gap between international agreements and domestic legislations.  As 
a consequence, the Canadian government is gradually losing their accountability and 
credibility. 



To conclude, there are failures in the Canadian governance framework. The Canadian 
government should shift the focus from economic profit to biodiversity preservation in the 
decision-making process. The lack of local legislation and the coordination 
between government departments should be improved. It is also shown that the legislation is 
not effective, so the government should also enhance supervision and management of the 
seal hunt. 
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Solution 

For a wicked problem, we can only propose some solutions that involve a range of 
stakeholders to tackle different aspects of the problem.  First, we need to alleviate the 
destruction that has already been made. Subsequently, we can change our aim to improve 
the current situation. In domestic arena, the government should increase the frequency and 
power of supervision and execution. Then, we can focus on the root of the problem, 
preventing its occurrence in future. Changing the industry style might be a good alternative. 

In short run, the government should realize the economic value of seals. Being short-sighted 
and only focusing on the value of seals’ meat and fur will cause a great pecuniary loss in long 
run. The government should also initiate a buyout program, using funds in exchange for 
hunting license. Since the government has been subsidizing the seal hunt, the funds for 
buyout should not be a heavy burden. They did a similar buyout of cod in 1990, which bought 
time for that marine system. (Murray, R, 2009) Furthermore, they ought to take a supportive 
attitude towards the multilateral seal protection agreement and stop preventing international 
conventions from getting access to the area where the seal hunt takes place. We need to 
advocate ecosystem-based management and scientific-based decision making process. The 
latest technology should be integrated into daily supervision. An automatic identified system, 
used in fishery management, can track down the locations of illegal hunters and it should also 
be tracked in seal hunt activities. (Brown.L, 2015) 

However, it is not realistic to expect this attitude change in the short run, unless an ecological 
catastrophe occurs. Public awareness and NGO campaigns may help the government to 
realize the problem, but in terms of the stance of the government document, the government 
will not address this problem immediately. Currently, the government takes a supportive 
attitude towards the seal hunt because of its huge economic benefit. In order to tackle this 
issue in root, we need to find economic solutions. 

In the long run, shaping demand is a great alternative, with reference to the market 
mechanism. In fishery industry, there are labeling and certification systems, which result in 
fewer illegal catching activities. Companies related to the commercial seal hunt can also use 
certification or labeling systems to inform customers of their premium products which can be 
traced back to their origin, and the company’s effort in conserving eco-regions, improving 
their reputation. Customers, at the same time, by voting with their wallets, make their own 
contributions to environmental protection. Through this process, illegal hunters may lose their 
market, along with the incentive to do illegal hunting. Currently, since Europe has banned 
seal products, its market is increasingly shrinking and the prices of products drop. 
Considering the soaring price of fossil fuels, it may also become less cost-effective for the 
hunter to go hunting. Thus, the market can be detrimental to ecosystems, but it can also 
prevent overexploitation. 

There is a good alternative, resulting in a win-win for both the economy and environment. As 
mentioned above, the government may initiate a buyout program to improve the current 
situation. As a consequence, the original hunters may need assistance in changing the way 
they conduct business. They can still rely on seals to earn a profit, using the tourism 
industry. This would aid coastal communities in gaining worldwide attention along with the 
economic benefits. It can also alleviate poverty, provide more employment opportunities, as 
well as increase levels of investment. This alternative will alleviate the negative ecological 
impacts, such as habitat destruction and biodiversity loss and as it might boost the economic 



development and generate a larger profit than traditional hunting, it is possible that the 
government and related companies will support this movement. 
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Conclusion 
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In this report, a detailed analysis of commercial seal hunting in Canada is presented. It is 
defined as a wicked problem, which requires multidimensional cooperation. It is clear that 
some governance failures exist, such as poor execution and mismanagement. Finally, some 
alternative solutions from legislational and economic perspectives in the short and long run 
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are proposed.There is no doubt that it is an urgent matter. Government should take the 
initiative and all other relevant parties should spare no effort to solve it. 
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