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VERBATIM EVIDENCE, MARK GLOVER, 5 DECEMBER 2005

Before I begin, I would like to pay tribute to the Franz Weber Foundation for organising this very important event.

After the campaign successes during the early 1980s, the seal issue fell off the agenda and most people today do not even realise the slaughter is still happening. It is vital that the spotlight is, once again, aimed at Canada.

I am here today representing Respect for Animals as someone who witnessed the seal hunt last April. I also have the honour of chairing the Fur Free Alliance that discussed this trial at its last meeting and agreed that I would appear as its ambassador and, although I do not speak for it, I know that the Humane Society of the United States, which has done so much of late to highlight the cruelty of this hunt and whose film I will be showing, would wish to be associated with my statement.

If anyone can appear here today and hold their heads up high, it is Franz Weber and Brigitte Bardot. Brigitte’s commitment to this campaign in the late 1970s helped to turn things around and saved hundreds of thousands of seal pups from a bloody fate.

Thank you Brigitte Bardot for caring then and for caring now.

But history is now repeating itself.

Canada stands accused of barbarism by conducting the world’s largest slaughter of marine mammals in a cruel and unregulated manner. Its irresponsible behaviour is an affront to human decency and offends public morality.

In addition, those countries that allow the trade in the products of this hunt have the blood of the seals on their hands as they give encouragement to the Canadian government and financial support to the sealers.

Over the course of the last three years we know that nearly 1 million seals have been killed on the ice floes of eastern Canada. 96% of these seals were under 3 months of age.  

This is the official picture and is bad enough. The real situation is even worse. Many more seals – no one knows how many – will have been shot and escaped to die in agony later.

This shameful slaughter is conducted under the eye of Canadian officials and supported by the Canadian government and Canadian taxpayers.

I personally witnessed the slaughter last April in the Gulf of St Lawrence. What I saw will remain with me for the rest of my life. 

I saw seals being clubbed to death by ruthless sealers whose main interest was to kill the largest number of seals in the shortest possible time. Even the most basic rules designed to ensure that the seals were killed before the sealer moved on to the next animal were ignored in almost every case I witnessed.

The quota system imposed by the Canadian government is a contributory factor to the suffering as are the conditions under which the hunt is carried out. It is inherently cruel.

The VETERINARY EVIDENCE is clear and overwhelming. 

In 2001 a team of 5 independent veterinarians observed the hunt and examined seal carcases left on the ice by the sealers. In particular they inspected the skulls of the dead seal pups. What they found was very disturbing. In 42% of the seals they found craniums with either no apparent fractures or minimal fractures including hairline or non-displaced fractures. According to the vets there was a high probability that these seals were conscious when skinned. They were probably, quite literally, skinned alive.

What the team of vets found was very different from what was supposed to happen. 

The legal position is quite clear. The Canadian Marine Mammal Regulations spell out what should happen. Part IV, paragraph 28 (2) says: ‘Every person who strikes a seal with a club or hakapik shall strike the seal on the forehead until its skull has been crushed and shall manually check the skull, or administer a blinking reflex test, to confirm that the seal is dead before proceeding to strike another seal.’
This clearly does not happen

(VIDEO CLIP 1)

Last April, I witnessed sealers clubbing seals, one after the other, as quickly as possible without checking the seals in the ways required by law to see if they were dead. They clearly did not care – their main interest was incapacitating as many seals as quickly as possible. 

Part of the reason for this callous way of working is the Canadian government’s quota system. Quotas are not given to each sealer or even to each sealing vessel but an overall quota covering the whole hunt is announced for each year or management period. This effectively sets up a race by individual sealers and vessels to kill as many seals as possible before the overall quota total is met.

In addition, as I can testify, the working conditions are slippery, cold and often dangerous. It is simply impossible for the sealers to kill the seals humanely under these conditions.

Sealers are paid for each seal they kill – not by the hour – and so compete against each other to maximise their income.

The RSPCA’s chief veterinary officer, Steve Cheetham reviewed film of this year’s slaughter. His overall impression was that the seals were being ‘assaulted and battered without being killed’. He says the sealers ‘appear incompetent, their attacks are random and ineffective.’ The video left him ‘appalled’ there was, in his words, ‘undoubtedly pain and suffering being caused to these animals’. He added ‘Some of the operatives appear callous and show no compassion and in my view show no evidence of proper training. The clubs they use are not adequate to ensure death without suffering when used in the hands of the operators seen’.
The issue raised here of training is interesting. The only training required or available is an ‘apprenticeship’ from practicing sealers. So the cruelty and bad practice is simply passed on from the experienced to the inexperienced.

Professor Donald Broom, Professor of Animal Welfare in the Department of Veterinary Medicine at the University of Cambridge also reviewed film from the 2005 hunt. He notes that a number of seals were still conscious despite having been clubbed by the sealers.

Professor Broom says: ‘A principle of legislation in Canada and many other countries is that animals which are to be killed, for food or for other products or reasons, should be killed instantly or rendered unconscious instantly so that consciousness is not resumed before death.  If consciousness continues for more than a few seconds after the first severe damage to the animal, the method is not humane’.  

Of the seals he saw in the videotape he said:

One animal ‘would have been in severe pain for several minutes during many blows of the stick and whilst being dragged with a nail through its tissues.’

‘Others would have been in pain for many minutes because of inadequate stunning’.

‘Some were hit more than twice so there would have been severe pain until rendered unconscious’.
Three seals had, in Professor Broom’s words ‘their skin opened and blood vessels cut while they were conscious.  They should have been rendered unconscious before skin and blood vessels were cut.  They would have become unconscious, probably within 30 – 120 seconds after the blood vessels were cut.’

Lastly, Mary Richardson, a Canadian expert in humane slaughter and past chair of both the Animal Welfare Committee of the Ontario Veterinary Medical Association and the Animal Care Review Board with the Solicitor General of Ontario, also reviewed film of the 2005 hunt.

Her conclusion is clear – ‘the seal hunt is inherently inhumane’.  She says ‘What I witnessed was clear evidence of unacceptable and illegal cruelty to animals. In some scenes seals with terrible head injuries are left in stockpiles of dead and dying animals. Choking on their own blood and suffering tremendous pain – some for as long as 90 minutes. In others, sealers clearly cut open seals that are clearly still conscious.’

I can personally endorse what these veterinary experts have said. The killing of seals I saw last April was routinely inhumane. Seals were bludgeoned and often left alive suffering from terrible injuries as the sealers ran to the next victim. Only rarely did I see the sealers examining clubbed seals to see if they were actually dead and I got the distinct impression that these rare occasions were prompted solely by the presence of video cameras.

I saw seals that were undoubtedly alive whilst they were being cut opened and skinned.

One has to question what type of person can do this to a living, sentient animal and what sort of government defends, promotes and encourages this type of brutality.

So what is the reaction of the Canadian government to this overwhelming evidence of cruelty? 

In recent years video evidence has been submitted by licensed observers of more than 660 examples of cruelty and violations of the Marine Mammal Regulations. Video tapes, witness statements, dates and times have been provided in great detail to the Department of Fisheries and Oceans.

 Not one single charge has been laid against any of those involved.

Instead, the DFO repeatedly likes to quote another veterinary report – known as the Daoust report - for public relations purposes. This report claims that ‘the majority of seals taken during this hunt (at best, 98% in the work reported here) are killed in an acceptably humane manner.’

The Daoust survey was carried out in 2001 by observers on board sealing vessels in the presence of DFO enforcement officers. Hardly surprising then if, as Daoust accepts, the sealers may have been incited ‘to hit the seals more vigorously’.  

More extraordinary was the fact that Daoust only looked at the number of seals clubbed or shot that were brought on board sealing vessels while conscious. The astonishing omission of any and all the suffering occurring between the time the animals were first clubbed or shot until they reached the sealing ship renders the report virtually pointless. 

Nevertheless the Canadian government quote it endlessly – on its website, in its press releases and leaflets.

Public relations and the cover of government and diplomatic respectability are not the only areas of help provided by the Canadian government to the seal hunt. Each year coastguard icebreakers are present at the hunt site. The government says they do not help the hunters. The evidence says differently – this is what I saw at this year’s hunt:

(VIDEO CLIP 2)

This is one of the subsidies provided by the government, without which the hunt could not happen.

For many years the government has used the seals as a convenient scapegoat.

Whilst overseeing the overfishing of commercial fish stocks, particularly Atlantic cod, the myth that the seals were at least in part to blame was allowed to flourish.

The truth is that seals are part of a complex ecosystem and have co-existed with the fish for millions of years. In fact, a large part of the seals diet consists to fish species that are, themselves, predators of cod so ironically, a healthy seal population may actually assist the recovery of the cod. 

The Canadian government is now beginning to realise that it can no longer hide behind the seals and, with some degree of honesty, defends the seal slaughter as a commercial hunt, referring to a ‘harvest’ of seals. In fact sealing is seen as just another ‘fishery’ by the DFO and little account is even taken of the fact they are actually mammals.

Their scant regard for the welfare of the individual seal also extends to the future of the whole species. The 2002 to 2005 management plan was based on an estimated harp seal population of 5.2 million from a survey carried out in 1999 which was extrapolated to 5.5 million animals. 

The survey itself was based on an aerial survey that counted pups on the ice and itself contains large margins of error. In fact using a 95% confidence interval the population could be as low as 4 million. The Canadian government chooses to use a much lower confidence interval – 60% - which gives them great leeway to use very optimistic population figures and come up with large Total Allowable Catch figures for seal pups.

As harp seals do not give birth until they are five years old and the population surveys are only carried out every five years, the effect of this years slaughter on the seal population may not be fully known for ten years or more. 

In addition the numbers of seals ‘struck and lost’ are largely unknown.

The impact of the huge levels of killing cannot be known and it is highly irresponsible for the Canadian government to behave in this cavalier manner.

A recent opinion poll commissioned by Respect for Animals in the UK shows that 79% of people in Britain want the seal hunt to be banned. 73% want the UK to ban the import of all seal products.

These results mirror other polls that have been published over recent years. A 2003 poll carried out in 4 European Union countries for IFAW found that 77% were opposed to the seal hunt. 

In the USA, where the import of seal products is already banned, 79% of people are opposed to the killing of seals.

Even in Canada, the very home of the hunt, a recent poll showed that 64% of the population oppose the hunt with 73% being opposed to the clubbing to death of seal pups.

Canada’s determined defence of the seal hunt shows contempt, not just for the international voices of opposition, but also for the opinion of its own citizens.

A new report Public Morality and the Canadian Seal Hunt has just been published.  Written by the Reverend Professor Andrew Linzey it has been endorsed by more than 70 leading ethicists, philosophers and theologians from 14 countries.

The report clinically criticises the Canadian seal hunt in detail. It condemns the slaughter unreservedly and calls for it to be made illegal. 

It further concludes that, ‘in the absence of action by Canada, other governments must act. Governments have to be made accountable by the international community for their support of cruelty.’

The authors urge governments to ban the import of seal products as a matter of urgency based on the moral imperative to prevent unnecessary and prolonged suffering.

The report concludes that ‘The commercial hunt is devoid of moral justification.’ It says ‘There is no country in the world that accepts a definition of humane slaughter that includes being skinned alive.’

I, and others here today, were around in the early 1980s when we campaigned against the seal hunt when it had reached its earlier peak of bloodshed. The Canadian government policy then was callous and cruel and it was only a European ban on the imports of whitecoat and blueback furs as well as a boycott of Canadian seafood products that forced Canada to act. 

Today, the European import ban has been sidestepped by the sealers and the hunt is worse than ever and it looks as if, once more, it will take external political pressure and a renewed boycott of Canadian seafood products and tourism to stop the killing.

I have one last, ominous video clip to show you in evidence.

(VIDEO CLIP 3)
The sealers do not want to be observed and this year tried to stop their activities being filmed. They charged observers who have to maintain a 10 metre gap between themselves and the sealers. The sealers know this and kept running forwards shouting out that the observers were not 10 metres away as well as making serious threats of physical violence. Since they were carrying very sharp knives and some had guns, these threats had to be taken seriously.

What was the reaction of the enforcement officers present – nothing. 

What will be the reaction to the DFO? The concern is that they will use the intimidation of the sealers to restrict observers at any future hunt and, in this way, cover up what is going on.

Canada is on trial today because of the seal hunt. The cruel death of hundreds of thousands of seal pups each year is an affront to our moral sensibilities. 

Please remember. 

(VIDEO CLIP – 4 MINS 30 SECS)
The scenes you have watched in the video clips I have shown are not from a piece of historic film taken during the early part of the last century.

They were taken 8 months ago. Unless we act swiftly and decisively, these scenes will be repeated again in another 4 months time.

Respect for Animals has made a total commitment to ending this disgrace. I hope you will join me.

I ask you to find Canada guilty of this truly terrible crime against nature
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