
Seal Task Force Presentation



• Grey seals and harp seals
– Population growth and predation

• Impact on fish species
– Capelin and cod

• Why it matters to NL fisheries?
– Fish resources

The Impacts of Seals

www.ffaw.nf.ca



Species Population

Harp seal 7.6 million (2019)

Hooded seal 600,000+

Grey seal 425,000 (2016) 

Ring seal 2 million+

Bearded seal Unknown– data deficient

Harbour seal 75,000+

Seal Population on Canada's East Coast

www.ffaw.nf.ca



Grey Seals



• Grey seals can live up to 40 years
• Males can weigh up to 350kg and females up 

to 230kg
• Found in the Gulf of St. Lawrence and along 

the west coast of NL. There's even proof of 
Grey Seals summering off the Southern 
Shores.

Grey Seals and Predation



• Grey seals eat the following species:
– Lobster
– Pelagic species such as herring
– Cod
– Other fish species such as skate, flatfish, white 

hake, other groundfish

Grey Seals and Predation



• An adult grey seal can 
consume up to two 
tonnes of prey each year
– Up to half of this 

consumption is cod

• Grey seals are a 
significant factor in 
natural cod mortality

Grey Seals and Predation



• In the 1960s there were approximately 
8,000 in Atlantic Canada
– It is estimated that the population is now more 

than 400,000 

• Cod stock recovery continues to 
stall…largely due to the growing grey seal 
population

Grey Seals and Predation



Harp Seals



• Largest population of harp seals in the world 
located off NL coast

• Population numbers have been remained 
consistent (7.6 million)

• Harps seals can weigh up to 150kgs at fully 
grown and live up to 35 years

Harp Seals & Predation



• Harp seals are ALPHA predators
– They consume mostly all fish species including:

• Shrimp
• Crustaceans 
• Cod
• Capelin
• Redfish
• Herring
• Greenland halibut

Harp Seals & Predation



Harp Seals & Predation



Factor Description Manageable?

Commercial fishing Approx. 200,000 MTs harvested in 
2018 (inshore and offshore)

Yes

Natural Mortality Disease and mortality can occur as 
part of the species life cycle

Not directly

Water Temperature Impacts of climate change, 
warming ocean waters, 
acidification

Not directly

Ecosystem Interaction Variety of fish species, 
cannibalism, birds, invasive 
species, etc

Not directly

Recruitment Spawning success, population 
growth

Not directly

Large predator group Millions of alpha-top food chain 
predators (SEALS)

YES

Factors Impacting NL Fish Resources



Fish Resource Consumption



Fish Resource Consumption

• With these estimates, 7.6 million adult harp 
seals eating 10lb of fish a day would consume 
the total amount of fish caught in 2018 NL 
Commercial Fishery (207,000 MT) in 6 DAYS



Species Daily Caloric Intakes

Adult Woman 1,600-2,400

Adult Male 2,000-3,000

Medium Sized Dog 1,000

Horse 15,000-25,000

Harp Seal (Male vs. Female) 11,500-13,600

Seal and Food Consumption

• 1kg of Capelin or Herring is about 2,000 Calories
• 1kg of Salmon is 2,000 Calories
• 1kg of Cod is 1,000 Calories



• Shrimp: stocks declining (2018 landings: 
50,164 MT, 2010 landings: 95,077 MT– down 
48%)

• Pelagics: stocks reportedly declining (2018 
landings down 70% from 2017)

• Atlantic salmon: stocks at an all-time low, 
despite no commercial fishery since 1992 and 
extreme conservation/protection measures

Fish Resource Issues



• Maritime cod stocks: No directed fishing –
moratoriums.
– Southern Gulf Cod: extinction of the cod 

population is highly probable due to 
predation by grey seals.

• 4R Cod – critical zone
• 3Ps Cod – critical zone
• Northern cod: Despite significant recovery, 

growth slowed by high“natural mortality”

Fish Resource Issues



Seals and Cod Consumption



Seals and Cod Consumption



Seals and Cod Consumption



• 2001 2J3KL Cod – Predation by harp seals is 
estimated to be 37,000 t and may be preventing 
recovery of the stock

• 2003 2J3KL Cod – (Consume approximately 
37,000 t) predation by seals is a factor 
contributing to the high total mortality of cod

• During this time the biomass index for cod was 
approximately 30,000 t and the harp seal 
population was 2 million less than last estimates 
of 7.6 million. 

Seals and Cod Consumption
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• Stensen 2012 – Cod consumption estimate 
increased to 134,000 t  in 2008 (Biomass index 
was about 106,000 t)

• By 2016 – 2J3KL Cod – Predation by seals was not 
found to be a significant driver of Northern cod in 
the period 1985-2007.  There is no indication that 
the impact of seal predation has changed since 
this time. 
– *Also no acknowledgement that grey seals are having 

an impact

Seals and Cod Consumption
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Seals and Capelin Consumption



• Recent analysis suggest seals are eating 900,000-
1,200,000 t of capelin annually

• The fishery removals of capelin were 16,000 t in 
2020.

• At a recent capelin stock assessment, it was 
debated about the impact of seals on cod.  The 
summary was no impact but acknowledged that 
capelin are important for cod and seals(just harp) 
are taking 100 times more capelin than the 
modest fishery…still no acknowledge of any 
substantial impact to the stock! 

Capelin Consumption
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Capelin Consumption
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Seals and Snow Crab Consumption



Seals & Snow Crab Consumption



• 181 Female Crab with 100,000 eggs +/-
• Survivability factor at 0.5% = 500 crab per 

spawning female crab
• 500 x 181 = 90,500 crab
• Half will be female crab
• 1 adult male (1.5lb) x 40,250 x $7.60/lb
• In one day an adult bearded seal consumes 

snow crab worth $458,850

Female Crab Calculation



• Crab – just an example but the impacts are felt 
by harvesters and 10,000s families who rely 
on the fishery in NL alone.

• Difficult to calculate the impact of the seal 
invasion to the marine ecosystem. Capelin, 
cod, crab, lobster, herring, lumpfish, shrimp…

Seal Invasion - Impact on Economy
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Harp Seal Consumption



• In 2012, the Standing Senate Committee on Fisheries and 
Oceans recommended the harvest of 70,000 Grey Seals 
over a four – year period – NO ACTION WAS TAKEN.

• In 2019 a DFO scientist in Nova Scotia released a report 
that the Gulf Cod Stock will be extinct within 25 years, 
because of the Grey seal, even without any commercial 
fishing.
– That report studied several possible causes for the cod decline 

and concluded that grey seals were the principle driving factor.
– Local DFO immediately responded quickly "grey seals are 

different than harp seals" and NL fishery decline is different 
than that in NS.

Action Needed



• DFO/Canadian government learned nothing from 
4T-Southern gulf

• In face of obvious destruction by seals – made 
conscious decisions to portray harvesters and 
those living in coastal NL as self serving and 
uninformed on the marine environment.  

• Immediate focus and strategy needed on fixing 
the credibility issues of DFO and damage done to 
reputation of the fish harvesters.

• Real focus with increased investment on market 
development needed immediately.

Action Needed



Thank you
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