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Abstract

The Canadian harp seal (Pagophilus groenlandicus) hunt has, for several decades, raised public concerns related to animal
welfare. The field conditions under which this hunt is carried out do not lend themselves easily to detailed observations and
analyses of its killing practices. This article reports observations carried out over several seasons that aimed at obtaining more
specific information about the conditions under which seals are killed, in order to assess potential welfare issues and explore
avenues for possible improvements in its practice. A standardised three-step process for killing seals (ie stunning, checking by
palpation of the skull, and bleeding) was recently implemented to maximise the proportion of animals that are killed rapidly with
minimum pain. Based on field observations, the rifle and the hakapik, when used properly, appeared to be efficient tools for
stunning and/or killing young harp seals. All carcases of seals observed to be killed with a rifle, either on the ice or in the water,
could be recovered. However, shooting seals in water rather than on ice carried a higher risk of poor welfare outcome because
of the limited opportunities to shoot the animals again if not stunned with the first shot. Based on current practices, there is no
reliable evidence that the Canadian harp seal hunt differs from other forms of exploitation of wildlife resources from the perspec-
tive of animal welfare. Although opportunistic field observations may be less amenable to generalisation than structured studies,
we believe that they reflect the reality of the hunt and provide valuable information to direct the evolution of its practice.
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