Global Perspective: Fish, Seals, and Jobs

In 1995, the Canadian government announced a moratorium on cod fishing along the east coast of Canada.  The cod industry contributes $700 million a year and 31,000 jobs to the Canadian economy, primarily in Newfoundland.  At the same time, the government announced that it would begin a program to encourage the harvesting of harp seals by helping develop markets for seal products.  Environmental groups opposed the harvesting of the seals.

How do all these pieces fit together? It is thought that the low numbers of cod in the North Atlantic are partially the result of an increasing population of harp seals.  While overfishing, larger nests, and other factors have also contributed to the decline of the cod, it is true that harp seals feed on fish that could have been harvested.  The current harp seal population along the Atlantic Coast more than doubled since the 1970s to 4.8 million in 1997 and was projected to reach 6 million by 2002 if there were no hunts.  The increase in harp seals is at least partly the result of actions during the 1970s by environmental groups that sought to stop the killing of seals because they considered the harvesting method inhumane.  The traditional method involves clubbing the young seals to death.  In 1996, the Canadian government increased the seal hunt quota from 186,000 to 275,000.


Concern is also growing about the health of the harp seal population.  The Northwest Atlantic harp seal population migrates annually between Greenland and Canada.  It is hunted during the summer months in Greenland and, in the spring, along Canada’s east coast.  In setting its Total Allowable Catch (TAC) (275,000 in 1997, 1998, 1999, 2000, and 2001.) it has been argued that the Canadian government did not completely account for the number of animals harvested in the increasing and largely unregulated Greenland summer hunt, which now takes up to 80,000 harp seals per year.  In actuality in 2000, the number of animals harvested was far below the TAC primarily because of low prices for the pelts.


The following two websites can provide additional information to this complicated and interrelated issue.

Fisheries and Oceans, Canada—www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/home-accueil_e.htm
International Marine Mammal Association—www.imma.org

In 1997, scientists from seven countries met in St. John’s Newfoundland, to consider the interactions between harp seals and fisheries in the Northwest Atlantic.  The conclusions of the meeting supported the earlier findings of the dramatic population growth among the seals and also noted that the animals were growing more slowly and the pregnancy rate was lower than in the 1980s.  These are the effects you would likely see when food becomes more difficult to find.

The St. John’s meeting reinforced the fact that the diet of harp seals in the nearshore waters of the Labrador-Newfoundland shelf is dominated by Artic cod.  It was not, however, determined whether or not harp seals were affecting commercial fishing stocks—and Atlantic cod, in particular—on the Labrador-Newfoundland shelf.  This was because there is a need for an estimate of the amount of juvenile cod in both inshore and offshore areas and for an assessment of the amounts of cod that are being taken by the other important predators such as Greenland halibut, whales, and seabirds.


It appears that what might be seen initially as a number of isolated and unrelated factors are really issues interrelated in a way that affects the economy of an entire region.
