[image: image1.jpg]Harp Seals — Sub Order; Pinnipedia.
‘Weigh Range: 80-(1/90kgs.
Average Length: 160-170cm
Normal Life Span: Up to 35 years.

Gestation for the harp Seal is 10 months; with females giving birth after they have come
onto the winter pack ice in February or early March. The new born pups are yellowish in
colour but after around two days they turn white, the distinctive ‘Whitecoat’ we all know
and love. New born pups usually weigh around 5 to 11 kgs and are around 85 cms in
length.

Pups are nursed for around 12 days by their mothers, taking milk containing up to 45%
fat content. After this time and during which the pup will triple its weight (around 35-
40kgs), it is abandoned by its mother. After being abandoned, the pups start to moult and
are known as ‘ragged jackets’. When the coat is completely shed after around 18 days,
the pup becomes a ‘beater’ with a short silvery coat with dark spots.

Karelia is a huge area within the White Sea region of the Russian Northwest, located
about 250km from the Russian-Finnish border. It is here that Russian seal pup hunting
has largely taken place. Commercial sealing in what was the former USSR was stopped
in 1965, except for pups which were still allowed to be hunted.

The number of baby seal pups murdered annually for the period 1989 to 2001 is as
follows:

89 Hunt Quota Given — Not Confirmed.
90 30,000 - Estimated
91 Data Not Known

02:-.:- 418183
93:- . 19,925
94: 30,500
95: 30,500
96: 31,300
97: 31,380
98: 13,000
99: 30,000
00: 38,302
01:  39,106. Note; figure more than doubled since 1992.

02/03: Despite many requests; figures not made available by Russian Government.

Pups are murdered in the most inhumane manner; by being clubbed to death. Those that
are not killed directly on the ice by clubbing, are delivered to ‘Seal Farms’ as part of the
on-going fur production system. Whitecoats murdered on the ice are given a blow across
the head or nose by the blunt end of a gaff. Often after this, the spike of the weapon is
driven deep into the brain (Spiking). Pups are not bled on the ice because of fear that this
process could damage the pelt.
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Note – Figures for 2002 and 2003 which were not available above are now found to be as follows:

2002 – 34,187  and  2003 – 37,936. 

[image: image2.jpg]Hunting takes place in early March. Sealers are transported to specific locations on the
ice by chartered helicopters; the return bringing batches of dead seals for processing.
Dead or unconscious pups are loaded into special nets which are collected by the
returning helicopters. Once the full quota of the hunt is reached, attention is turned to the
catching of youngsters for seal farming.

Seal farming is a common practice, and causes a great deal more stress on the pups than
direct killing on the ice. Groups of sealers travel to the ice by helicopter to catch pups for
the farm; individual pups are placed in a net sack, after which they are transferred to large
metal containers holding about 20 pups. The containers are shipped by the helicopter
back to the farms, where the pups are placed into pens about the size of a tennis court.

The pups are not fed during their confinement, and they often try to suckle each other for
milk. Pups succumb to disease due to stress and overcrowding, often by bleeding from
the mouth, something not seen in the wild. On the farm, 24 hour guards are employed.
Pups are killed in batches of around 50 when their coats have reached the right stage, by
being injected under the flipper with a drug called ‘Dithyllinum’.

Dithyllinum produces death by immobilizing the skeletal system respiratory muscles,
thus causing fatal suffocation. There is no depressing action on the brain and only when
given in very high doses does the animal suffocate. If an animal is given a dosage which
only paralyses it, it is impossible to see whether it is dead or still alive. Thus, some
animals are paralysed rather than killed, and consequently will be skinned alive.

The American Veterinary Medical Association has said of Dithyllinum:
“The use of these drugs to produce euthanasia is strongly condemned !*.

Around 100 men work on the seal killing on the ice for about one week. Working in
teams of 12 to 15, they keep in touch by radio and move to wherever the large numbers
of pups are. The local population from the hunt areas are not wealthy; and the kill can
earn each hunter the equivalent of three months wages; so competition is great to be
included. An alternative economic enterprise would need to bring income into these
communities. But Eco-tourism IS now under way, with organizations including Harp
Seal watching as part of the schedule for the holiday. Back in the mid nineties, the
Arkhangelsk Ecology Committee (AEC) agreed in principle to recommend seal pup
quota cuts as Eco-tourism develops.

Pressure now needs to be kept up in order to convert the pup killers into those who will
do better by looking after the same. IT CAN BE DONE, but it will not be easy.
Please do what you can to encourage Eco-tourism for the seal babies;

o Write to your Russian Consulate and ask them to promote Eco-Tourism for the
Harp Seal babies. Mention that the AEC agreed to recommend cutting kill quotas
as tourism grew.
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Typical Holding Area at a ‘Seal Farm’
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