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WHICH FISHERY REALLY IS THE « DEADLIEST CATCH » ? 

Seal Hunting: 
Truly one of the most dangerous sea activity

Since the middle of the 19th Century, there was at least 1 000 deaths directly linked
to sealing. 

The vast majority of them happened in Newfoundland, « The Front » being a 
particularly dangerous zone to work in, but many deaths also occured in Magdalen 
Islands



WHICH FISHERY REALLY IS THE « DEADLIEST CATCH » ? 

FRONT



HISTORICALLY SPEAKING

Sealing mainly happened on the Front and targeted harp seal, only available a few 
weeks per year. 

At this era, danger had many shapes and forms;

 Poor life conditions and minimalistic security measures on board (the 1902 
Sealers Strike in St-John’s brought some improvement);
 Wooden boats
 Usage of dynamite to break the ice
 Long walks on unstable ice
 Icy water
 Harsh climat conditions (winds, tides, currents and cold)
 Competitive hunt and/or quota
 Sharp knives



MODERN TIME AND HIGHER SECURITY

With new technologies came a more secure hunt

 Better vessels equiped with diesel engines (instead of steamboats)
 Better navigation systems and weather forecast
 No more dynamite on board
 …



STILL A RISKY BUSINESS

Still, the majority of risks are pretty much the same today :

 Long walks on unstable ice patches
 Icy water
 Harsh weather conditions (winds, tides, currents and cold)
 Competitive hunt and/or quotas
 Sharp knives
 Moving and transhipment of heavy
loads (grey seal)
… 

To these elements, we can add:

 More high power riffle usage
 Activists bullying



GREY SEAL: A NEW APPROACH

It might be tempting to classify all seal hunt under the same umbrella, but that
would be a big mistake. 

Grey seal hunt is relatively new and we are still learning as we go:

 Longer hunting season (residente species)
 Usage of auxilary crafts to land on small islands and rocks (waves, currents, ice, 
bathymetry, reefs…)
 Transportation of entire carcasses on board of the Mother ship (65 footers)
 Usage of hydrolic for heavy loads
 Longer handling period (optimization of catches: meat, skin, fat)
 Risk of bullets rebounds according to the lays of the land (trials on Hay Island)



STILL A HIGH RISK ACTIVITY

From all thoses risks, we can isolate those directly link to navigation. 

Harp Seal:
 Maritime conditions
(ice, current, wind…)

Grey Seal:
 Transshipment of heavy loads with auxilary crafts on islands and rocks 
 Maritime conditions (ice, current, 
wind…)
 Navigating around small islands and
rocks



HARP SEAL

Justin M – March 29th, 2005

Maritime Investigation Report M05L0036



Maritime Investigation Report M05L0036

A few interesting elements of this report:

Limiting Vessel Size and Banning Other Craft

In 1965, foreign vessels were banned from hunting seals in the Gulf of St. Lawrence 
and, in 1968, helicopters and small aeroplanes were also banned. At that time, there 
were no limits on the size of sealing vessels. 

In 1987, as a result of the Malouf report, DFO limited the length of vessels 
participating in the seal hunt to less than 19.81 m (65 feet), subdividing them into two 
groups - small vessels less than 10.67 m (35 feet) and other vessels up to 19.81 m 
(65 feet).13

http://www.bst-tsb.gc.ca/eng/rapports-reports/marine/2005/m05l0036/m05l0036.asp


Maritime Investigation Report M05L0036 

A few interesting elements of this report:

Vessels Involved in the Seal Hunt

According to the Canada Shipping Act, vessels engaged in sealing activities are 
considered fishing vessels. Due to DFO management policies, vessels partaking in the 
annual seal hunt are, at most, 19.81 m (65 feet) in length, and the majority are 
constructed of wood, fibreglass, or a combination of both. Typically, their hulls, shafts, 
propellers, and rudders are not strengthened or reinforced for navigation in pack ice, 
having been built for open-water fishing and outfitted temporarily for participation in 
the hunt.

In 2005, there were approximately 370 sealing vessels operating in the Gulf (270 of less 
than 10.67 m) and 1100 on the Front (828 of less than 10.67 m in length).

Note: This number has decreased significally in the past years, but could rise up again, 
especially in the Gulf where seal/fisherman conflicts are on the rise due to 
overpopulation and need to be controlled. 

http://laws.justice.gc.ca/en/S-9/


Maritime Investigation Report M05L0036 

A few interesting elements of this report:

Sealing Ships Construction Regulations
These regulations came into force in November 1954 and specifically addressed the 
construction and inspection of wooden and steel sealing ships, which were defined as 
ships "... engaged in sealing which [are] approved by the Board of Steamship Inspection 
as being suitable for sealing.“
Following a 1992 federal review of all existing regulations, TC concluded, as indicated in 
the Regulatory Impact Analysis Statement, that the Sealing Ships Construction 
Regulations were obsolete for the following reasons:
- technological developments have made them obsolete;
- the requirements were already covered by administrative policy or by other 
regulations.

As a result of that review, the Sealing Ships Construction Regulations were revoked in 
1993.



Maritime Investigation Report M05L0036 

A few interesting elements of this report:

Small Fishing Vessel Inspection Regulations
Fishing vessels such as the Justin M are subject to the requirements of the Small Fishing 
Vessel Inspection Regulations made pursuant to the Canada Shipping Act. These 
regulations contain no provisions to address the risk of ice damage posed to vessels 
that may operate in ice-covered waters, such as during the seal hunt.

Casualty Statistics
Between 1990 and 2005, during the months of March, April, and May - some 
48 months of sealing activity - 227 occurrences involving fishing vessels operating in ice-
covered water were reported through CCG radio stations. The majority of these 
involved hull damage, with a total of 21 vessels lost, although there was no loss of life. 
The investigation also revealed that many more incidents are not reported.

http://laws.justice.gc.ca/en/S-9/


Maritime Investigation Report M05L0036 

Construction of Vessels for Operation in Ice

In the eastern Canadian waters south of the 60th parallel, there are no restrictions placed on 
navigation as a result of the annual ice pack. Vessels, many of which are constructed purely 
for navigation in open water, are provided guidance and CCG icebreaker support to assist 
them in navigating safely through the ice, to their destination. 

Where sealing vessels are concerned, however, their destination is the ice and the role of 
CCG icebreakers is to assist fishing vessels to ice-free water and not to assist in the seal hunt. 
As such, the risk of being exposed to significant ice-induced loads (pressure and impact) is 
much greater than for other vessels, which are being navigated to avoid the ice as much as 
possible…



Maritime Investigation Report M05L0036 

Construction of Vessels for Operation in Ice (next)

… Recognizing the need for strengthening of vessels operating in ice-covered waters, 
TC has included such measures in the latest drafts of the new proposed Small Fishing 
Vessel Safety Regulations and Construction Standards for Commercial Fishing Vessels. 
(note: Really?)

However, until such time as these proposals come into force, fishing vessels will 
continue to operate in ice-covered waters without taking sufficient measures to 
mitigate the associated risks, placing fishing vessels and their crews at undue risk.



TODAY’S VESSEL REGULATION FOR THE MAGGIES 

Vessel

A vessel equipped with a motor 10 HP or more that is used for sealing must be 
recorded on the professional sealer license. This professional sealer shall be on 
board the vessel during sealing activities. 
Sealers from the Magdalen Islands may use for sealing purposes :
A commercial fishing vessel that is registered with DFO, Magdalen Islands area 
(commercial fishing license); or 
was used by the applicant for the 2009 seal hunt, or 

is owned since January 1, 2014 by a person or legal entity which has his or her 
main residence or place of business in the Magdalen Islands since January 1, 
2014.



TODAY’S VESSEL REGULATION FOR THE MAGGIES  (next)

In the case of a vessel that is not registered as a commercial fishing vessel 
(VRN), the Seal Vessel Identification Number (SVIN) shall be painted or securely 
affixed to the vessel by other means, in conformity with the conditions of 
license specifications.

The holder of a commercial sealing license is authorized to use a maximum of two 
auxiliary crafts. 

- An auxiliary craft is a craft that is taken on board the vessel prior to leaving the 
port in order to use it, if required, to facilitate sealing operations.
- In the case of auxiliary crafts, it is the Vessel Registration Number (VRN) or 
Seal Vessel Identification Number (SVIN) of the main vessel that shall be 
painted or securely affixed to the vessel by other means.



Maritime Investigation Report M05L0036 

Safety Culture in the Sealing Industry

… The risk-taking propensity of those participating in the seal hunt is influenced by 
several factors:
- The economic benefits are considerable. In many cases, the gross income from seal 
hunting represents a significant percentage of annual income for an individual. (note: 
not these past years). Given the short length of season, the expenses associated with 
earning this income are also relatively low.(note: not true anymore);
- The global quota system put in place by DFO to manage the fishery results in an 
environment of intense competition whereby the first and the fastest reap the greatest 
rewards. (note: also less true right now);

Despite the high risk of damage or loss of their vessel, the risk to life associated with 
seal hunting is relatively low. Given the close proximity of other vessels and the 
provision of CCG icebreaker support, the chance of rescue/assistance if required is quite 
good.... fairly straightforward process of jumping off the vessel and onto the ice. (note: 
still true for harp seal hunt, but not so for grey)



Maritime Investigation Report M05L0036 

Safety Culture in the Sealing Industry (next)

A safety culture consists of several elements, including compliance with standards and 
regulations, awareness of risks, and a fair balance between safety and commerce."16 In 
the sealing industry, individuals appear to recognize and accept the risks; however, the 
lack of appropriate standards and regulations - in an intensely competitive environment 
where the benefits are high and the risks appear low - results in fostering a culture of 
risk rather than a culture of safety. (Note: this needs reflexions)

http://www.bst-tsb.gc.ca/eng/rapports-reports/marine/2005/m05l0036/m05l0036.asp


GREY SEAL



REINVENTING SEALING

Sealing for greys is still new . The industry is still trying innovative tools and 
technics and protocols:

 Revision of the bleeding protocol
 Revision of the weight and shape of the hakapik
 Trials for new capture tools (trap, holding net…)

At time unsupervised, this search for new methods leads to adventurous
operations, especially when the hunt is conducted with 65 footers needing too
much draught to get close to islands and rocks in order to disembark men and 
material on hunting grounds.

In these conditions, auxilary crafts are used, but those boats are rarely equiped to 
securely carry the heavy material (ATV, snowmobile…) necessary to gather
dispersed carcasses along these hunting grounds (often long beaches). 



GREY SEAL: RISKY NAVIGATION

 Transshipping heavy equipment with auxilary crafts on small islands and rocks

 Is it possible to use that type of craft for grey seal hunt? 
 Is it possible to find a system adaptable for all type of sealing condition 
(ice, waves, long beaches, sharp edges, etc…)?? 



OTHER ELEMENTS TO CONSIDER REGARDING THE SECURITY OF THIS ACTIVITY 

SPORT HUNTING:

 In the past years, there was a few sport hunting trip autorized in Magdalen 
Islands. The promoter is already talking to Transport Canada and other authority
on this matter, but it will be important to follow closely this new activity.

OBSERVER PERMIT:

 Even though this aspect is not directly link with navigation, activists bullying is
certainly a big security hazard for hunters (distraction, stress, anxiety, rage…) doing
their highly regulated job.

Security wise, is it even concievable that a observer (bully) can stand 10 meters
away from a person using a weapon with a 300 meters reach? 

Would anyone think of giving anti-hunting activists an observer permit for moose 
hunting? And moose hunting is for fun, not a job…



Question:
Is the creation of a joint 

industry/government committee to 
revise security measures surrounding

modern sealing reasonable?



Discussion and Comments



Conclusion

Thanks for your attention


