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6.0 MARINE MAMMALS AND SEA TURTLES 

The following sections present an overview of the existing marine mammal and sea turtle species that are 

found within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Desktop review of existing literature provides an 

overview for each category of marine mammals and sea turtles in the sections below. More specific 

information on harvesting and environmental observation follows this overview and comes from IK 

studies, both from existing studies and studies done specifically for this SEA Update. For many parts of 

the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, there is strong IK on the distribution of various species; however, 

there may be geographic bias of the observations towards more populated areas of the coast related to 

concentration of hunting and travel by community members. Therefore, a lack of mapped data should not 

be inferred to mean a lack of species presence. In addition, the IK included within this SEA Update does 

not represent the total land usage or knowledge held by Indigenous groups with respect to the Labrador 

Shelf SEA Update Area. 

6.1 OVERVIEW 

Marine mammals and sea turtles are present at various times of the year along the coast of Labrador and 

in the Labrador Sea, Shelf and Slope. There are four groups of marine mammals that can be found within 

the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, including mysticetes (baleen whales), odontocetes (toothed 

whales), pinnipeds (seals and walrus), and polar bears. Seven species of mysticetes (baleen whales), 

eleven species of odontocetes (toothed whales), two species of sea turtles, seven species of pinnipeds, 

and polar bears have potential to occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. These include species 

listed under SARA, NL ESA, or assessed by COSEWIC. Critical habitat for marine mammal or sea turtle 

SAR has not been identified within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area.  

This section provides an overview of these marine mammal and sea turtle species that may occur within 

the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area and in the surrounding region. Non-SAR mysticetes and 

odontocetes are described in Sections 6.2 and 6.3, respectively. Mysticetes and odontocetes that are 

SAR are discussed in Section 6.4. Both species of sea turtle that may occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA 

Update Area are listed as SAR and these are described in Section 6.5. Pinnipeds are discussed in 

Section 6.6, and polar bears, also a SAR species, are discussed in Section 6.7. 

General life history and habitat information for marine mammals and sea turtles were described in the 

original Labrador Shelf SEA (SEM 2008), and this section builds upon that with an updated literature 

review (where applicable) and through access to the DFO database for opportunistic marine mammal 

sightings in the region. These sightings data from DFO Newfoundland Region include opportunistic 

marine mammal and sightings between the years 1758 and 2015 and sea turtle sightings between 1946 

and 2015; pinniped sightings were not recorded. As these are opportunistic sightings, they were reported 

by individuals with various levels of experience and expertise in marine mammal and sea turtle 

identification. Further, effort has not been standardized spatially or temporally, and a lack of sightings 

does not represent a definite lack of species presence; however, this information is of value in 

determining overall potential for species presence in the region.  
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The NunatuKavut Community Council (2019) and the Nunatsiavut Government (2018) have observed 

fluctuations in marine mammal populations and geographic extent. Reports predominately focused on 

whales (humpback whales, killer whales, and whale populations in general), seals, porpoises, polar 

bears, sharks, and individual observations of beluga and sea turtles. The NunatuKavut Community 

Council observed differences in abundance of whales in recent years, depending on the location in 

southern Labrador, with some reports of a decrease, correlating with a decrease in capelin and fishing 

activity, and other reports of an increase in whales (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019). Both baleen 

and toothed whales were historically harvested by Labrador Inuit. Today, only toothed whales and 

dolphins are harvested. Hunting for seals and porpoise is a common activity for the Indigenous peoples of 

Labrador, and the NunatuKavut Community Council identified multiple locations for seal hunting in 

Labrador, as outlined further in Section 10.2.2.4. There has been an increase in harp seal populations 

since the closure of the large-scale commercial seal hunt in 1987. Porpoise is also hunted by members of 

the NunatuKavut Community Council, although not as popular (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019). 

In relation to another development project, Innu Nation expressed concerns regarding potential effects on 

the population of big game animals because of habitat disturbances and noted the potential loss of 

wildlife habitat that is significant to animals and humans for subsistence and cultural sustainability (Nalcor 

Energy 2010). 

6.2 MYSTICETES (BALEEN WHALES) 

Seven species of baleen whales have been identified as having the potential to occur in or near the 

Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Some species of baleen whales can be observed in the waters off NL 

year-round, and some arrive in late spring and early summer and remain until fall (AMEC 2014).  

Baleen whales are opportunistic feeders that prey upon specific prey species including plankton, krill, and 

small schooling fish such as capelin. The presence of baleen whales is temporally and spatially variable 

due to variations in the abundance and distribution of prey species (AMEC 2014). Other factors that may 

influence the abundance or distribution of baleen whales include migration patterns and reproductive 

activities (DFO 2021a).  

Baleen whales may be solitary, found in small groups, or in large aggregations. Baleen whales are social 

animals and use acoustic communication to maintain their social structures; baleen whales communicate 

with low to moderate frequency vocalizations, and generally have a hearing range of 7 to 35 Hz (Southall 

et al. 2007).  
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The following section provides species descriptions for non-SAR mysticetes; those species listed under 

SARA or by COSEWIC are described in Section 6.4. Figure 6-1 shows opportunistic sightings of non-SAR 

mysticetes in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area created using the DFO sightings database and IK 

data from the NunatuKavut Community Council and Nunatsiavut Government. One caveat with Figure 6-1 

(and other figures showing opportunistic sightings): these data represent multiple years, seasons, 

sightings platforms, and observers (with variation in identification effort and skills) and it is known there 

have been changes in whale abundance and distribution at different spatial and temporal scales, some of 

which are significant. Also, these data are not weighted for effort; it is possible that for multiple species, 

the preponderance of opportunistic sightings towards southern Labrador is as much a function of the 

greater observer effort compared to the northern portion of the Labrador Shelf. 

6.2.1 Humpback Whale 

The humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) is found in tropical, temperate and subpolar waters 

throughout the world, and in the Atlantic occurs from the West Indies to Greenland (COSEWIC 2003a; 

DFO 2011). Humpbacks are common in NL waters, especially during summer, and occur in groups of 

several individuals while feeding on capelin, herring, krill, and shrimp. Humpback whales undergo 

seasonal migrations from high-latitude feeding areas in the summer (i.e., Canadian waters) to low-latitude 

breeding and calving grounds (COSEWIC 2003a; DFO 2011). However, some humpbacks likely stay in 

Newfoundland waters year-round and humpback whales have been recorded singing at stations in the 

middle of the Labrador Shelf throughout much of the winter (Lawson et al. 2017). 

The North Atlantic Marine Mammal Commission (NAMMCO) (2020a) indicates an estimated population of 

humpback whales in the North Atlantic of at least 35,000. Potential threats to humpback whales include: 

reductions in prey base; incidental fishing mortalities; vessel collisions and disturbance; and injury 

associated with vessel traffic and/or high-intensity underwater sounds (COSEWIC 2003a). None of these 

threats is thought to jeopardize population growth. There are a number of potential mortality causes, 

including predation, parasites, diseases, biotoxins, and accidental beaching or entrapment (COSEWIC 

2003a).  

There are three feeding stocks in eastern Canadian waters: the Gulf of Maine; the Gulf of St. Lawrence; 

and the NL stocks. There is some interchange between feeding stocks, and juveniles from three stocks 

occur in mid-latitude feedings areas. Within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, humpbacks would 

likely feed near areas of upwelling, such as shelf breaks. Humpbacks are common along the Labrador 

Shelf, with primary feeding areas concentrated along the shoreline from Hudson Strait to southern coast 

of Newfoundland. Habitat suitability modelling conducted for humpback whales by Lawson et al. (2017) 

indicated the ESRF study area and outer Labrador Shelf (an area that overlaps with much of the Labrador 

Shelf SEA Update Area) is not considered highly suitable habitat for this species during the summer, with 

the most suitable habitat located close to the southern Labrador coastal margin, west of Hamilton Bank. 

In contrast, the southern Labrador Shelf area was identified as highly suitable for this species during fall.   
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Figure 6-1 Opportunistic Sightings of Non-SAR Mysticetes in the Labrador Shelf SEA 
Update Area (1974-2015 [DFO]; 2019 [NunatuKavut Community Council])
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In the North Atlantic, the mean age of sexual maturity for females is five years of age, while that of males 

is approximately nine years of age. Mating occurs in tropical waters during the winter months with a 

gestation period of 11 to 12 months. A single calf born every one to three years, primarily between 

December and April with peak births occurring in January and February (COSEWIC 2003a). Calves are 

normally weaned by one year of age, although some will remain with their mothers until they are two 

years old (COSEWIC 2003a).  

There have been 1070 opportunistic sightings of humpback whales in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 

Area between the years 1979 and 2015. Most of these sightings were in the southwest portion of the 

Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area as shown in Figure 6-1. Multiple sightings have been reported by the 

NunatuKavut Community Council (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019). 

6.2.2 Minke Whale 

Minke whales (Balaenoptera acutorostrata), commonly known as “grampus” occur worldwide and are the 

most common of the baleen whales. Minke whales found in Canadian waters belong to the Canada East 

stock inhabiting areas from the Gulf of Mexico in the south to the Davis Strait in the north (DFO 2011). 

Generally, Minke whales are found along the continental shelf feeding on plankton, krill, and small fish 

including capelin, cod, eels, herring, mackerel, salmon, sand lance, and squid (Naud et al. 2003). Minkes 

arrive in the waters of NL in April. Most stay only for the summer and fall as late as October or November; 

however, some individuals remain into the winter. Minke whales are common in shallow water, less than 

200 m deep, but may also occur offshore in deeper waters (Figure 6-1). They are often solitary but may 

occur in groups of two or three in the North Atlantic. Minkes feed on a variety of small fish, krill, and 

copepods as well as planktonic crustaceans, herring, mackerel, and occasionally squid.  

Population estimates for the Newfoundland region based on the 2007 Trans North Atlantic Sightings 

Survey (TNASS) was 1,315 whales (Lawson and Gosselin 2009). Updated abundance estimates for the 

Newfoundland/Labrador region in 2016 were 13,008 whales (Lawson and Gosselin 2018). 

Minke whales have a life span of 50 years, reaching maturity at approximately six years of age for males 

and seven years of age for females (DFO 2011). It is believed that mating occurs during the winter in 

tropical and subtropical waters, followed by a gestation period of 10 to 11 months. Females give birth to a 

single calf. 

There have been 260 opportunistic sightings of minke whales in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

between the years 1974 and 2013. Sightings of minke whale are shown in Figure 6-1. Habitat suitability 

modelling developed for minke whales by Lawson et al. (2017) indicates that the Labrador Shelf to the 

north (e.g., Nain Bank) contains highly suitable habitat for this species during the summer, with some of 

this habitat associated with subsea channel margins. Suitable minke whale habitat was also identified 

close to the southern Labrador coastal margin (Lawson et al. 2017). During fall, the model identified that 

highly suitable habitat shifted to more southerly portions of the Labrador Shelf, a shift that is not evident in 

other parts of the minke whale’s Atlantic Canadian range. Nunatsiavut Government (2018) observed 

many minke whales in Nain Bay (which may have been referring to the bay in Nain, Unity Bay, where 

minke whales are often observed), but in some locations also noted that that they are not as common in 

the past three to four years. Minke whale were the most commonly observed cetacean species recorded 
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during a community based observation program in Rigolet from July to September 2012 (Chaulk et al. 

2013). 

6.2.3 Sei Whale  

Sei whales (Balaenoptera borealis) are located in the oceans and make seasonal migrations from low-

latitude wintering areas to high-latitude summer feeding areas (COSEWIC 2003b). The wintering grounds 

for this species are unknown and summer distributions exhibit dramatic year-to-year variation. 

In Atlantic Canada, sei whales can be found from Labrador to Georges Bank. This species occupies 

Canadian waters during the summer and early autumn months (DFO 2011). It is believed that there may 

be two separate stocks of sei whale in Atlantic Canada (COSEWIC 2003b). The Nova Scotia stock of sei 

whale is centred on the Scotian Shelf. The evidence supporting a second Atlantic Canadian stock, the 

Labrador Stock, is uncertain; however, incidental records from fisheries observed report a number of 

observations along the Labrador Shelf (Figure 1.1) (COSEWIC 2003b). Population estimates based on 

catch percent effort data collected during commercial whaling estimate that there are 1,400 to 2,250 

individuals in the Northwest Atlantic (COSEWIC 2003b). The best estimate of abundance for the Nova 

Scotia stock sei whales is 6,292, with a minimum population estimate of 3,098 (NOAA 2020a). 

Sei whales use deep pelagic water as deep as 2,000 m and appear to be associated with the continental 

shelf edge in the Northwest Atlantic (COSEWIC 2003b). Sei whale feeding habitat is dominated by high 

concentrations of pelagic zooplankton, in particular copepods; sei whales also feed on small schooling 

fish and squid. They are usually observed individually or in small groups of two to five animals but can 

occasionally be found in larger loose aggregations of 30 to 50 individuals (NOAA 2017a). 

Sei whales reach sexual maturity between 5 to 15 years and may live to 60 years of age (COSEWIC 

2003b). Females breed every two to three years with a gestation period of 10 to 12 months, giving birth to 

a single calf. Calves are nursed for six to nine months before being weaned. This species has a lifespan 

of 50 to 70 years (NOAA 2017a). Breeding ground habitat for this species is unknown; however, it is 

known that conception and calving occur at lower latitudes.  

There have been 159 opportunistic sightings of sei whales in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

between the years 1911 and 2014. Most of these sightings were in the southwest portion of the study 

area as shown in Figure 6-1. There were an additional six sightings between 1989 and 2010 where the 

observer did not distinguish between a sei or fin whale. Habitat suitability modelling for sei whales by 

Lawson et al. (2017) identified highly suitable habitat during summer at the Labrador Shelf edge and shelf 

waters north of Nain Bank, suggesting that the offshore margin is more suitable than nearshore for this 

species during this season. 

6.3 ODONTOCETES (TOOTHED WHALES) 

Odontocetes include toothed whales, dolphins, and porpoises. There are eleven species of odontocetes 

that have the potential to occur in or near the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Some species have the 

potential to occur in the region seasonally, while others have the potential to be found year-round (AMEC 

2014). 
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Odontocetes forage on small schooling fish species, such as herring (AMEC 2014) and are likely drawn 

to southern Labrador in fall to feed on spawning herring and/or mackerel (Lawson et al. 2017). 

Odontocetes have complex social structures and rely heavily on acoustic communication; odontocetes 

primarily use frequencies in the 200 Hz to 200 kHz range (AMEC 2014). Many species of odontocetes 

use echolocation to navigate and locate prey.  

The following section provides species descriptions for non-SAR odontocetes; those species listed under 

SARA or by COSEWIC are described in Section 6.4. Figure 6-2 shows opportunistic sightings of non-SAR 

odontocetes in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area created using the DFO sightings database and IK 

data from the NunatuKavut Community Council and Nunatsiavut Government.  

The NunatuKavut Community Council observed differences in dolphin population sizes (species not 

specified) across locations in Labrador, with some areas showing an increase in abundance relative to 

the past and other locations showing a decrease (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019). Nunatsiavut 

Government have also reported sightings of dolphins (species not specified) in the last three to four years 

(Nunatsiavut Government 2018).  

The subsistence harvest of dolphins for food is an important cultural and social practice for Labrador Inuit. 

6.3.1 Atlantic White-Sided Dolphin 

Atlantic white-sided dolphins (Lagenorhynchus acutus) or “jumpers” number in the hundreds of thousands 

in the North Atlantic (Reeves et al. 1999). The Atlantic white-sided dolphin is found from Greenland to 

South Carolina in the Northwest Atlantic (NOAA 2017b), displaying seasonal movements inshore and 

north during the summer months and offshore during the winter. Distinct sub-populations of Atlantic white-

sided dolphins may occur in the Gulf of Maine, Gulf of St. Lawrence, and Labrador Sea (Palka et al. 

1997). The best estimate of abundance for the western North Atlantic stock of white-sided dolphins is 

93,233, with a minimum population estimate 54,443 (NOAA 2020b). 

This species is highly social and is often seen in groups of 50 to 60 individuals, and groups of several 

hundred individuals may occur. They feed on prey items including fish (mackerel, herring, hake), as well 

as squid and shrimp, and are often associated with fin, humpback, and long-finned pilot whales during 

feeding. Their primary habitat coincides with the 100-m depth contour of the continental shelf, with the 

species being commonly observed in areas with high sub-surface relief, and low sea surface 

temperatures and salinity (Selzer and Payne 1988). 

Females typically reach sexual maturity between 6 to 12 years of age with a gestation period of 11 

months (NOAA 2017b). Females typically give birth to a single calf every other year. The breeding 

season is typically from May to August, with the majority of calves being born in June and July.  

There have been 53 opportunistic sightings of Atlantic white-sided dolphins in the Labrador Shelf SEA 

Update Area between the years 1979 and 2015. Sightings Atlantic white-sided dolphins are shown in 

Figure 6-2. 
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Figure 6-2 Opportunistic Sightings of Non-SAR Odontocetes in the Labrador Shelf 
SEA Update Area (1953-2015 [DFO]; 2018 [Nunatsiavut Government] and 
2019 [NunatuKavut Community Council])
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6.3.2 Short-Beaked Common Dolphin 

The short-beaked common dolphin (Delphinus delphis) is a widely distributed species that inhabits 

tropical, sub-tropical, and temperate areas. In the Northwest Atlantic, the species can be found from 

Newfoundland to Florida (Reeves et al. 2002). Short-beaked common dolphins migrate onto the Scotian 

Shelf and continental shelf off Newfoundland during the summer and fall months when water 

temperatures exceed 11°C (NOAA 2017c). Short-beaked common dolphins feed primarily on schooling 

fish and squid. Females remain in lower latitudes during calving and lactation periods in the late spring to 

early summer after a gestation period of 10 to 11 months (Reeves et al. 2002)  

An abundance estimate for this species off the U.S. and Canadian coast in the Northwest Atlantic is 

173,486 individuals, which was derived from the TNASS (Trans North Atlantic Sightings Survey) surveys 

that occurred from July to August 2007 (NOAA 2017c). Abundance estimates for the Newfoundland 

region, based on the same surveys, suggested a population of 576 individuals (Lawson and Gosselin 

2009). However, a more recent estimate of 50,000 for the Newfoundland region suggest that that is an 

underestimate (Lawson and Gosselin 2018). 

There have been 29 opportunistic sightings of short-beaked common dolphins in the Labrador Shelf SEA 

Update Area between the years 1979 and 2011. Sightings of short-beaked common dolphins are shown 

in Figure 6-2. 

6.3.3 Long-Finned Pilot Whale 

Long-finned pilot whales (Globicephala melas) are found in the Northwest Atlantic from the southern US 

to Greenland and Labrador (NOAA 2017d). Long-finned pilot whales have been sighted in the offshore 

waters of Labrador from May to July (Abend and Smith 1999) and are common off the southwest coast of 

Newfoundland during the summer (Kingsley and Reeves 1998). Some long-finned pilot whales may be 

year-round residents of NL waters (Nelson and Lien 1996). Long-finned pilot whales are commonly seen 

in pods of approximately 10 to 20 individuals but have also been reported in loose aggregations of 

hundreds of individuals. They are frequently observed offshore along shelf breaks but occur coastally as 

well. Groups of long-finned pilot are occasionally found stranded on beaches, as they commonly come 

close to shore, especially if squid are abundant in the area. Squid is a primary prey item, along with 

pelagic schooling fish species.  

Male long-finned pilot whales become sexually mature at 12 to 13 years with female maturity reached 

typically at eight years of age (NOAA 2017d). Long-finned pilot whales in the North Atlantic mate and 

calve between April and September following a gestation period of 12 to 16 months (Reeves et al. 2002). 

The reproductive cycle for this species lasts between three and five years as females are not pregnant 

and lactating at the same time.  

Long-finned pilot whale numbers have declined since the demise of the squid fishery; however, 

abundance estimates are close to 30,000 pilot whales in Newfoundland and Labrador (Lawson and 

Gosselin 2018). Long-finned pilot whales are expected to be common in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 

Area, particularly during summer and fall. Habitat suitability modelling conducted by Lawson et al. (2017) 

for this species identified highly suitable habitat encompassed by the Labrador Shelf edge, suggesting 
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this offshore habitat is more suitable than inshore habitat for this species during the summer. In addition, 

a low proportion of suitable summer habitat was identified closer to the southern Labrador coast, aside 

from the region northwest of Makkovik Bank. Fall habitat suitability modelling showed similar results (i.e., 

with offshore areas showing more suitability than nearshore). During this season, the Labrador Shelf 

edge encompassed a narrow area ranked as highly suitable habitat, with larger areas of moderately 

suitable habitat identified further out in deeper waters (Lawson et al. 2017). There have been 176 

opportunistic sightings of long-finned pilot whales in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area between the 

years 1953 and 2014. Sightings of long-finned pilot whales are shown in Figure 6-2. 

6.3.4 Risso’s Dolphin 

Risso’s dolphin (Grampus griseus) are found in tropical and temperature waters worldwide and occur in 

the Northwest Atlantic from Florida to eastern NL (NOAA 2017e). Risso’s dolphin prefer water 

temperatures from 10 to 28°C, and occupy the steep upper continental slope where water depths usually 

exceed 300 m. 

There is no information on the stock structure of Risso’s dolphin in the Northwest Atlantic. Based on 

surveys conducted in 2011, the best estimate of abundance for Risso’s dolphin in the Northwest Atlantic 

is 15,197 individuals (NOAA 2017e).  

There have been 16 opportunistic sightings of Risso’s dolphin in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

between the years 2013 and 2014. Sightings of Risso’s dolphin are shown in Figure 6-2.  

6.3.5 Sperm Whale 

Sperm whales (Physeter microcephalus) are widely distributed, occurring from the edge of polar pack ice 

to the equator, but are most common in tropical and temperate waters. There is only one recognized 

stock for the North Atlantic sperm whale that includes both the northwestern and northeastern Atlantic 

(NOAA 2015). Sperm whale abundance and distribution in an area can vary in response to prey 

availability, particularly mesopelagic and benthic squid (Jaquet et al. 2003). Sperm whales tend to occur 

in deep waters off the continental shelf, particularly in areas with high secondary productivity and steep 

slopes (Jaquet and Whitehead 1996). Distribution has also been linked to warm core rings of the Gulf 

Stream off the US continental shelf, with sightings occurring in water depths from 1,539 to 4,740 m, 

typically along the continental shelf edge and slope. Sperm whales routinely dive to hundreds of metres, 

with maximum depths up to 3,000 m; foraging dives may last up to an hour and occur at depths below 

1,000 m (Whitehead and Weilgart 2000). Sperm whales have learned to prey upon longlines and seek 

trawl discards and are often sighted near fishing vessels. This is a source of injury and mortality for these 

whales (DFO 2021a). 

Males tend to range farther north than females, making sperm whales encountered in the Labrador Shelf 

SEA Update Area more likely to be males. Adult females and juveniles form large aggregations in warm 

tropical and sub-tropical regions, but males typically occur singly or in small same-sex groups at higher 

latitudes (Whitehead and Khan 1992, Whitehead and Weilgart 2000, Whitehead 2003). However, males 

can also sometimes form large aggregations of 20 to 30 individuals (Whitehead 2003), and mixed groups 
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containing females and juveniles have occasionally been observed in higher latitudes (e.g., Whitehead 

and Weilgart 2000).  

The best estimate of abundance for sperm whales is 4,349, with a minimum population estimate for the 

western North Atlantic sperm whale of 3,451 (NOAA 2020c). Eleven sperm whales were sighted during 

the 2007 TNASS survey in the NL region (Lawson and Gosselin 2009).  

Habitat suitability modelling conducted by Lawson et al. (2017) for sperm whales during the summer 

identified highly suitable habitat along the Labrador Shelf edge and deeper subsea channels (e.g., 

Hopedale and Cartwright Saddles), reflecting their deep-diving foraging ecology. During the fall, highly 

suitable habitat included the southern Labrador Shelf (Lawson et al. 2017). There have been 174 

opportunistic sightings of sperm whales in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area between the years 1958 

and 2014. Most of the sightings of sperm whales are in the northern boundary as shown in Figure 6-2. 

6.3.6 White-Beaked Dolphin 

The white-beaked dolphin (Lagenorhynchus albirostris) can be found in the Northwest Atlantic from 

Massachusetts to the Labrador Sea, often preferring waters less than 200 m in depth (NOAA 2007a). 

This species is typically found in groups of 5 to 30 individuals but has been observed in large pods of up 

to 1,500 individuals. They can sometimes be found in groups with other species including fin and 

humpback whales, as well as other small dolphins including bottlenose and Atlantic white-sided dolphins. 

This species preys on fish (haddock, cod, herring), crustaceans (shrimp, crabs), and cephalopods (squid, 

octopi). They will typically work together to catch fish at the water’s surface but will also feed near the sea 

floor (NOAA 2007a). White-beaked dolphins follow a seasonal migration pattern with most individuals 

moving south and farther offshore during the winter months, returning north and nearshore during the 

summer. White-beaked dolphins can be found year-round within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. 

White-beaked dolphins reach sexual maturity between 7 to 12 years of age (NOAA 2007a). Females are 

pregnant for an average of 11 months and give birth to a single calf, typically between May and 

September. 

There have been 159 opportunistic sightings of white-beaked dolphins in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 

Area between the years 1979 and 2015. Sightings of white-beaked dolphins in the Labrador Shelf SEA 

Update Area are shown in Figure 6-2. In a study conducted by Lawson et al. (2017), white-beaked 

dolphins were noted as the most commonly sighted marine mammal species during vessel and aerial 

marine mammal surveys conducted within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area in 2013 and 2014, with a 

minimum abundance estimate of 11,000 individuals for this area. Habitat suitability modelling conducted 

by Lawson et al. (2017) identified much of their study area as highly suitable habitat for this species 

during the summer, including offshore and to the northern end and close to the Labrador coastal margin. 
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6.4 MARINE MAMMAL SPECIES AT RISK AND SPECIES OF 

CONSERVATION CONCERN 

Ten species of mysticetes and odontocetes SAR have the potential to occur in or near the Labrador Shelf 

SEA Update Area. SAR are those species that are listed as Threatened, Endangered, or of Special 

Concern under SARA, and are therefore formally and legally protected. SOCC are those that have been 

listed by COSEWIC but not under SARA. There are no mysticetes or odontocetes listed under the NL 

ESA. The list of marine mammal SAR and SOCC that may occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

are shown in Table 6.1. 

Table 6.1 Marine Mammal SAR and SOCC That May Occur within the Labrador 
Shelf SEA Update Area 

Common Name Scientific Name SARA 
Schedule 1 

Status 

COSEWIC 
Designation 

NL ESA 
Designation 

Beluga whale 

Delphinapterus leucas 

   

Cumberland Sound Population Threatened Endangered Not Listed 

Eastern Hudson Bay Population Not Listed Threatened Not Listed 

St. Lawrence Estuary Population Endangered Endangered Not Listed 

Eastern High Arctic-Baffin Bay 
Population 

Not Listed Special 
Concern 

Not Listed 

Ungava Bay Population Not Listed Endangered Not Listed 

Western Hudson Bay Population Not Listed Not at Risk Not Listed 

Blue whale (Atlantic Population) Balaenoptera musculus Endangered1 Endangered Not Listed 

Bowhead whale (Eastern Canada-
West Greenland Population) 

Balaena mysticetus 
Not Listed2 Special 

Concern 
Not Listed 

Fin whale (Atlantic Population) 
Balaenoptera physalus 

Special 
Concern1 

Special 
Concern 

Not Listed 

Harbour porpoise (Northwest 
Atlantic Population) 

Phocoena phocoena 
Not Listed Special 

Concern 
Not Listed 

Narwhal 
Monodon monoceros 

Not Listed2 Special 
Concern 

Not Listed 

Killer whale (Northwest Atlantic / 
Eastern Arctic Population) 

Orcinus orca 
Not Listed2 Special 

Concern 
Not Listed 

North Atlantic right whale Eubalaena glacialis Endangered Endangered Not Listed 

Northern bottlenose whale (Davis 
Strait-Baffin Bay-Labrador Sea 
Population) 

Hyperoodon ampullatus 
Not Listed2 Special 

Concern 
Not Listed 

Sowerby’s beaked whale 
Mesoplodon bidens 

Special 
Concerns1 

Special 
Concern  

Not Listed 

Data from the SARA registry (http://sararegistry.gc.ca/sar/index/default_e.cfm) as of October 2020 
1 Under consideration for status change (as per the SARA registry). 
2 Under consideration for addition (as per the SARA registry). 
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Species descriptions of marine mammal SAR are provided in the following sections. No critical habitat for 

mysticetes and odontocetes SAR has been identified in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Figures 6-3 

to 6-6 show opportunistic sightings of mysticetes and odontocetes SAR in the Labrador Shelf SEA 

Update Area created using the DFO sightings database and IK from the NunatuKavut Community Council 

and Nunatsiavut Government. While there have been no sightings recorded for narwhal in the Labrador 

Shelf SEA Update Area, the potential for the species to occur in the area does exist. There are recorded 

sightings of the species south of Labrador, outside the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. This would 

indicate that the species could move along the coast of Labrador as it travels from the northern waters of 

Baffin Bay to the northeast coast of Newfoundland. 

6.4.1 Beluga Whale 

The beluga whale (Delphinapterus leucas) (Figure 6-3) has a circumpolar distribution in the northern 

hemisphere and is found in Alaskan, Canadian, Greenlandic, Norwegian, and Russian waters. There are 

six populations of beluga whale that are either listed under SARA or by COSEWIC that may occur in the 

Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (see Table 6.1). These include the Cumberland Sound, Eastern 

Hudson Bay, Eastern High Arctic-Baffin Bay, Ungava Bay, St. Lawrence Estuary and Western Hudson 

Bay populations. No critical habitat for beluga whale has been identified within the Labrador Shelf SEA 

Update Area. A recovery strategy and an Action Plan has been published for the St. Lawrence Estuary 

population of beluga whale (DFO 2012a; DFO 2020a). 

Prior to the 1950s, belugas were common along the northern Labrador coast in summer. However, 

beluga sightings in this area have become rare, and the LIA reported that they received reports of 

approximately a dozen sightings, and two to three catches, per year (COSEWIC 2004a). It is thought that 

based upon the geographic proximity of Labrador to Ungava Bay, these belugas may have had affinities 

with the Ungava Bay population (modelled to be less than 200 animals), as well as the Eastern Hudson 

Bay population (modelled to be approximately 3,100 animals) (DFO 2005a). It is also possible that there 

are whales form the Cumberland Sound population (modelled to be approximately 2,000 animals or even 

western Hudson Bay (DFO 2005a). 

Beluga habitat varies seasonally. In late spring, as the fast-ice breaks up, belugas mass along the ice 

edges and penetrate the leads, which provide access into ice-covered areas (COSEWIC 2004a). Belugas 

often appear in their traditional river estuaries that have become ice-free several weeks before sea ice 

outside these bays has completely broken up. During the summer, belugas are found in relatively shallow 

water along the coastlines (COSEWIC 2004a; DFO 2005a). During this period, belugas will frequent 

specific river estuaries and glacier fronts (COSEWIC 2004a). Beginning in mid-August, belugas move 

away from the estuarine environment, with some populations making long journeys to deep-water areas 

away from land where they spend several weeks diving to the sea floor to engage in intensive feeding 

activity (COSEWIC 2004a). In mid to late September, they begin to move towards their wintering areas. 
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Figure 6-3 Opportunistic Sightings of Beluga, Blue, and Bowhead Whales in the 
Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (1864-2015 [DFO]; 2018 [Nunatsiavut 
Government; and 2019 [NunatuKavut Community Council])
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Figure 6-4 Opportunistic Sightings of Fin and Killer Whales and Harbour Porpoise in 
the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (1864-2015 [DFO]; 2018 [Nunatsiavut 
Government; and 2019 [NunatuKavut Community Council])
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Figure 6-5 Opportunistic Sightings of North Atlantic Right, Northern Bottlenose, and 
Sowerby’s Beaked Whales in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (1864-
2015 [DFO]; 2018 [Nunatsiavut Government; and 2019 [NunatuKavut 
Community Council])
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Belugas have a mean life span of 15 to 30 years, with some individuals living up to 63 years (COSEWIC 

2004a). Female belugas reach sexual maturity between four to seven years, with males reaching maturity 

between six to seven years (COSEWIC 2004a). Mating occurs during the late winter to early spring, with 

a peak period occurring before mid-April. Gestation occurs over a period of 12.8 to 14.5 months, with a 

peak calving time not yet established. It is thought that it may occur during the late spring migration to 

offshore areas (COSEWIC 2004a). IK on the reproductive biology of the species varies greatly between 

Inuit hunters and hunting areas. Mating is reported to occur along ice floe edges in the spring or far 

offshore (COSEWIC 2004a). The timing of calving is reported to occur from spring to late autumn.  

Belugas have a diverse diet based on seasonal variability, consisting of fish such as capelin, Arctic cod, 

and herring, as well as invertebrates such as shrimp, squid and marine worms (Gregr et al. 2006).  

Threats to belugas include natural mortality from killer whales and polar bears, ice entrapment, human 

hunting, disturbances due to underwater noise and pollution, and loss of habitat (COSEWIC 2004a). 

Belugas are particularly vulnerable to predation, over-hunting, and other anthropogenic threats, as a 

result of their strong philopatry to summer estuarine habitat (COSEWIC 2004a). Belugas occupy these 

estuarine sites to moult, avoid predation, and feed (COSEWIC 2004a). In autumn, belugas leave the 

estuarine habitat to migrate long distances to their winter habitats. These winter habitats are shared by 

more than one population, but details of behaviour and distribution are lacking form this time of year 

(COSEWIC 2004a). However, it is known that the Hopedale Saddle is an important overwintering area for 

the Eastern Hudson Bay population (DFO 2013a). 

The results of the summer 2007 aerial survey conducted by DFO as part of the TNASS over the Labrador 

coast generated too few sightings to generate reliable abundance estimates (Lawson and Gosselin 

2009). However, during these surveys, 89 beluga whales were sighted on the Labrador Shelf.  

There have been 17 opportunistic sightings of beluga whales in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

between the years 2002 and 2011. Sightings of beluga whales were concentrated along the coast, as 

shown in Figure 6-3. The NunatuKavut Community Council (2019) reported one observation of beluga, 

and belugas have been observed on the islands and in the bays of the Nain District (Williamson and LIA 

1997), as well as near Hopedale (Nunatsiavut Government 2018).  

The subsistence harvest of beluga whales is an important cultural and social practice for Labrador Inuit. 

6.4.2 Blue Whale 

The blue whale (Balaenoptera musculus) (Figure 6-3) is found globally and occurs in most oceans. The 

distribution of blue whales in the western North Atlantic extends from the Arctic to mid-latitude waters. 

This species is most frequently sighted in the waters off eastern Canada, with most sightings occurring in 

the Gulf of St. Lawrence (NOAA 2010). This species undertakes long seasonal migrations from their 

southern wintering areas in the equatorial latitudes to summer feedings areas located in the productive 

waters of temperate to subarctic latitudes (Beauchamp et al. 2009). This annual migration allows the 

species to feed heavily during the summer months and to increase their fat stores to ensure their survival 

in the winter months, where food is not as abundant.  
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It has been suggested that there are two stocks of blue whales in the North Atlantic, the eastern and 

western stock, and photo-identification evidence from eastern Canadian waters supports the suggestion 

that blue whales from the Gulf of St. Lawrence, Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, New England, and 

Greenland belong to the same stock, while blue whales photographed off Iceland and the Azores appear 

to be part of a separate stock (Wenzel et al. 1988; Sears and Larson 2002). The Atlantic population of 

blue whale in Canadian waters is listed endangered under Schedule 1 of SARA and by COSEWIC. The 

recovery strategy for blue whale (Beauchamp et al. 2009) indicates that available information is 

insufficient for identifying critical habitat for blue whales in Atlantic Canadian waters, and therefore, no 

critical habitat for this species is found within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. In 2020, DFO issued 

an Action Plan for the Northwest Atlantic population of blue whale (DFO 2020b). 

During spring, summer, and fall, blue whales occur along the north shore of the Gulf of St. Lawrence and 

off eastern Nova Scotia (COSEWIC 2002a). In summer, they also occur off the south coast of 

Newfoundland, and in the Davis Strait between Baffin Island and Greenland. Blue whales usually migrate 

south for the winter, but in years of light ice cover, some whales may remain in the Gulf of St. Lawrence 

for much of the winter, though little is known about the winter distribution of blue whales in the North 

Atlantic (COSEWIC 2002a).  

Blue whales inhabit both coastal and offshore waters off Newfoundland during the summer months and 

are often found in aggregations at shelf edges where upwelling results in high concentrations of krill 

(COSEWIC 2002a). Blue whales feed primarily of euphausiid shrimp (krill) of the species Thysanoessa 

inermis and Meganyctiphanes norvegica, which occur near the 100 m isobath (COSEWIC 2002a).  

Global blue whale population estimates range from 5,000 to 12,000 individuals (COSEWIC 2002a); 

however, a more recent reliable global population estimate does not exist. A total of 372 blue whales 

have been photographically identified from photographs taken in the 1980s and 1990s, primarily from the 

Gulf of St. Lawrence (COSEWIC 2002a); however, it has been problematic using this information to 

generate an abundance estimate. The wide distribution and dispersal of blue whales combined with 

limited sampling effort cannot adequately match the movements of this species and has resulted in 

inconsistent population estimates for the North Atlantic (COSEWIC 2002a). The blue whale population for 

the Northwest Atlantic is estimated to be in the low hundreds. Beauchamp et al. (2009) identified the 

population as unlikely to exceed 250 individuals, while NOAA (2020d) considers 402 to be a minimum 

population estimate for the western North Atlantic stock. 

The low number of blue whales can be attributed to past unregulated global whaling and limiting factors 

and threats to blue whales include entrapment in wind and current driven ice, shipping traffic (collisions 

with propellers or hulls), displacement from anthropogenic noise, pollution, and potential shifts in prey 

abundance as a result of climate change (COSEWIC 2002a). The Atlantic population of blue whale has 

been reassessed since the original Labrador Shelf SEA and this population remains endangered and 

continues to face the ongoing threats listed above (DFO 2016a). The long-term goal for the species is to 

reach a total of 1,000 mature individuals for the population. To reach this goal several recovery measures 

have been proposed under three broad strategies: research and monitoring, conservation, and public 

awareness (Beauchamp et al. 2009) 
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Blue whales reach sexual maturity at ages 5 to 15 years in both hemispheres and mate and calve from 

late fall to mid-winter in the northern hemisphere. After an 11-month gestation period, female blue whales 

give birth to a single 6 to 7 m calf every two to three years. Adult blue whale body weights range from 80 

to 150 tonnes and the longest blue whale recorded was 33.6 m (COSEWIC 2002a). Little is known about 

the wintering and reproductive areas of blue whales in the North Atlantic, with some research indicating 

that they may travel to Bermuda or Florida, while it is thought that some individuals may remain in the 

waters south of Iceland, and near Newfoundland and Nova Scotia (Beauchamp et al. 2009).  

Most of the recent sightings of the species in the Northwest Atlantic have been made in the Gulf of St. 

Lawrence, throughout the southwest and south coasts of Newfoundland and the Scotia Shelf. Within the 

Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, the species has been rarely seen or detected (Lawson et al. 2017). 

The results of the summer 2007 aerial survey conducted by DFO as part of the TNASS over the Labrador 

coast generated zero sightings of blue whales (Lawson and Gosselin 2009).  

Blue whales may occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area in late winter and spring (COSEWIC 

2002a) but have been sighted in the study area in the four seasons. Blue whales may use the Labrador 

Shelf SEA Update Area to feed in areas of upwelling along shelf breaks, however, habitat suitability 

modelling conducted by Lawson et al. (2017) identified that the Labrador Shelf is generally not highly 

suitable habitat for this species during the summer, except for minor nearshore areas on the southern 

Labrador coast. There have been 192 opportunistic sightings of blue whales in the Labrador Shelf SEA 

Update Area between the years 1904 and 2015. Sightings of blue whales were generally in the southern 

portion of the area, as shown in Figure 6-3, with sightings noted off Makkovik and south of Mary’s 

Harbour near the coastline. 

6.4.3 Bowhead Whale 

The Bowhead whale (Balaena mysticetus) (Figure 6-3) has a circumpolar distribution in high latitudes in 

the northern hemisphere and is closely associated with ice for most of the year, wintering at the southern 

limit of the pack ice and moving northward as the sea ice breaks up and recedes during spring (Reeves et 

al. 2002). Bowhead whales are distributed throughout most of their known historic range, except for the 

Strait of Belle Isle, and presumably throughout the Labrador Sea where they are not regularly observed 

(DFO 2006); however, bowheads from the eastern Canada-West Greenland Population have the 

potential to be found within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (COSEWIC 2009). This population of 

bowhead whale is listed as Special Concern by COSEWIC but is not listed under SARA. No critical 

habitat for bowhead whale has been identified within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. 

During the summer, bowheads aggregate along the land-fast ice edge in northern Foxe Basin before the 

ice breaks up (COSEWIC 2009). They use the ice edge for socializing and feeding, likely since it offers 

prey items and shelter. Winter habitat is made up of unconsolidated pack ice, primarily in the Hudson 

Strait, areas off southeastern Baffin Island, and the Davis Strait ice margin across to Greenland 

(COSEWIC 2009). 

This species is able to break thick (>20 cm) ice in order to navigate under extensive ice fields. Bowheads 

are specialized filter feeders which feed on euphausiids (krill), copepods (small crustaceans), amphipods 

(small crustaceans), and mysids (shrimp-like crustaceans).  
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Mating activity is thought to occur throughout most of the year, with the heightened activity occurring 

during the late winter and early spring. Gestation has been estimated to take between 12 to 16 months 

with females giving birth to one calf (COSEWIC 2009).  

The results of the summer 2007 aerial survey conducted by DFO as part of the TNASS over the Labrador 

coast generated zero sightings of bowhead whales (Lawson and Gosselin 2009). Within the Labrador 

Shelf SEA Update Area, this species has been rarely seen.  

There has been one opportunistic sighting of bowhead whale in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area in 

2009. This sighting was in Saglek Fjord along the Labrador coast in the northern part of the area, as 

shown in Figure 6-3. In recent years bowhead whales have been sighted occasionally around 

Newfoundland (DFO 2021a), and one adult is a regular visitor to waters as far south as the Gulf of Maine 

(NOAA 2019). 

6.4.4 Fin Whale 

Fin whales (Balaenoptera physalus) (Figure 6-4) have a global distribution and make seasonal migrations 

between low-latitude wintering areas and high-latitude feeding grounds (COSEWIC 2005; DFO 2017a). 

The winter grounds of fin whales are not known. Summer concentrations of fin whales occur in the Gulf of 

St. Lawrence, Scotian Shelf, Bay of Fundy, and in near and offshore waters of NL. The Atlantic population 

of fin whale in Canadian waters is listed as Special Concern under Schedule 1 of SARA and by 

COSEWIC. No critical habitat for fin whale has been identified within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 

Area. A Management Plan is in place for fin whale (DFO 2017a). 

Fin whales may occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area year-round, as they do off Nova Scotia 

(COSEWIC 2005) but are more likely to occur nearshore during summer. The Atlantic population occurs 

throughout the Atlantic coast of Canada, including Labrador. A review of distribution and abundance of fin 

whales in NL in 2006 indicated a temporal shift in harvested resource distributions that was most likely 

attributed to resource depletion (Lawson 2006). The scarcity of sightings of fin whale in mid- and northern 

Labrador waters (Figure 6-4) may relate as much to the lack of observer effort as it does to actual 

distributional differences. 

Fin whales are associated with low surface temperatures, oceanic fronts and high concentrations of prey 

items, particularly euphausiids and small schooling fish (COSEWIC 2005). Fin whales in NL waters have 

been sighted over a wide range of depths (Lawson 2006), from shallow coastal waters out to the limit of 

sighting effort (less than 400 m depth). Fin whales feed primarily on capelin and euphausiids in eastern 

Canada, but also feed on herring, sand lance, and squid (DFO 2017a). Prey items, and thus fin whales, 

commonly aggregate near ocean fronts and areas of upwelling, such as shelf breaks. Modelling efforts 

have further supported that fin whales in offshore Newfoundland prefer deep cold waters and their 

periodic abundance in the eastern Newfoundland offshore has been linked to seasonal aggregations of 

capelin (DFO 2017a). Multi-species aggregations of fin and humpback whales were observed feeding 

during surveys conducted off the coast of Labrador in the fall of 2013, suggesting that these species were 

attracted by spawning aggregations of herring and mackerel occurring on the southern Labrador coast in 

the fall (Larson et al. 2017). 
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Fin whales have been described as highly vocal during late August, through the fall and again in mid-

winter, off the Scotian Shelf, which could be indicative of their migration southward in the fall and 

northward in the late winter and spring (COSEWIC 2005).  

Fin whales reach sexual maturity between 5 to 15 years of age (COSEWIC 2005). Adult animals range 

from 20 to 27 m in length, with northern hemisphere whales being shorter and lighter (40 to 50 tonnes). 

Conception and calving are believed to occur in the winter at low-latitudes after a gestation period of 11 to 

12 months. A staged migration occurs with pregnant females moving into the feeding areas ahead of 

male and nesting females (COSEWIC 2005). However, there are individuals that do not migrate annually, 

and others may spend extended periods at the feeding grounds. 

A 2005 population estimate for the Northwest Atlantic was 2,800 fin whales between Georges Bank and 

the mouth of the Gulf of St. Lawrence (COSEWIC 2005). Partial population estimates for fin whales in 

Newfoundland give an estimate of 1,013 individuals (potential range 450 to 2,654) in 2003 (Lawson 

2006). Uncorrected abundance estimates from two large-scale surveys over Canadian continental shelf 

waters in 2007 and 2016 suggest slightly more than 1,500 mature individuals (COSEWIC 2019a). Other 

recent estimates of the total population of fin whales in Newfoundland waters are 890 individuals (DFO 

2017a) and 2200 individuals (Lawson and Gosselin 2018). 

DFO has created a management plan for fin whales to ensure that anthropogenic threats within Canadian 

waters do not cause a decline in population numbers or a reduction of the distribution range in Canada. 

Several measures have been proposed through four approaches including: conservation, stewardship 

and protection of individuals, education and outreach, and research and monitoring (DFO 2017a). There 

are several factors which threaten the Atlantic population of fin whale. The high-risk threat to the species 

is noise pollution, which includes seismic surveys and vessel navigation. Medium risk threats include 

changes to prey availability, toxic spills, ship strikes, and whaling that still take place in some countries 

(DFO 2017a). Low risk threats include epizootic disease, entanglements in fishing gear, marine life 

observation activities, contaminants, and harmful algal blooms. Other threats not identified in the 

management plan include entrapment in wind and current-driven ice and the effects of climate change 

that may result in shifts in prey abundance (COSEWIC 2005).  

The results of the summer 2007 aerial survey conducted by DFO as part of the TNASS over the Labrador 

coast generated one sighting of a single fin whale (Lawson and Gosselin 2009). Aerial surveys off the 

Labrador coast in 2013 and 2014 detected fin whales in both years and often detection of the species 

through acoustic monitoring (Lawson et al. 2017). Habitat suitability modelling for this species (Lawson et 

al. 2017) suggests there is extensive low suitability summer habitat offshore Labrador, with the most 

suitable habitat occurring close to the southern Labrador coastal margin, to the west of Harrison and 

Hamilton Banks. Most of the southern Labrador Shelf was identified as highly suitable habitat for this 

species during the fall.  

There have been 604 opportunistic sightings of fin whales in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

between 1946 and 2014. Most of the fin whale sightings were nearshore in the southwest portion of the 

area as shown in Figure 6-4. As first mentioned in Section 6.2.3 above, there were an additional six 

sightings between 1989 and 2010 where the observer did not distinguish between a sei or fin whale.  
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6.4.5 Harbour Porpoise 

Harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) (Figure 6-4) can be found from the Bay of Fundy to Baffin Island 

in the Northwest Atlantic (COSEWIC 2006a). Information on the distribution of the species in NL is 

sparse, particularly compared to knowledge of the species in more southern waters. Bycatch records and 

opportunistic sightings data suggest that porpoises occur up the Labrador shelf. Little is known about the 

winter distribution of harbour porpoises from NL (COSEWIC 2006a). The Northwest Atlantic population of 

harbour porpoise in Canadian waters is listed as Special Concern by COSEWIC but is not listed under 

Schedule 1 of SARA. No critical habitat for harbour porpoise has been identified in the Labrador Shelf 

SEA Update Area.  

The species are commonly found over the continental shelf regions but can sometimes be found in 

deeper waters. They also hold true to their name and can be found in bays and harbours during the 

summer months. The species are relatively small and have a limited ability to store energy, as a result 

they must feed frequently and stay in close proximity to their prey which includes small fish species and 

cephalopods (COSEWIC 2006a).  

Mating occurs during late spring to early summer followed by a gestation period of 10 to 11 months, 

followed by a lactation period of six months. Most females mate each year therefore spending their entire 

adult lives both lactating and pregnant (COSEWIC 2006a).  

The results of the summer 2007 aerial survey conducted by DFO as part of the TNASS over the Labrador 

coast generated zero sightings of harbour porpoises (Lawson and Gosselin 2009). However, they were 

detected in a follow-up aerial survey in 2016, as well as during vessel-based studies on the southern 

Labrador Shelf (DFO 2021a). Based on habitat suitability modelling, the harbour porpoise appears to 

have little highly-suitable habitat on the Labrador Shelf in summer or fall, with the exception of a narrow 

nearshore band of highly-suitable habitat for the fall period. An area of high-suitability habitat off Nain and 

Saglek Banks was also identified, demonstrating that this species also occupies offshore water beyond 

the shelf breaks (Lawson et al. 2017). 

There have been 39 opportunistic sightings of harbour porpoise in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

between 1971 and 2014. Sightings of harbour porpoise are shown in Figure 6-4. Nunatsiavut Government 

(2018) have observed a decrease in the abundance of harbour porpoises near Indian Islands and 

Snook's Cove.  

The subsistence harvest of porpoises for food is an important cultural and social practice for Labrador 

Inuit.  

6.4.6 Narwhal 

There are two populations of narwhal (Monodon monoceros) in Canadian waters, the Baffin Bay and 

Hudson Bay populations. While there were no opportunistic sightings of narwhal in or near the Labrador 

Shelf SEA Update Area in the DFO sightings database, some individuals from the Hudson Bay population 

overwinter at the Hopedale Saddle (DFO 2017b) and sightings have been reported by Nunatsiavut 

Government near Hopedale (Nunatsiavut Government 2018). Narwhal in Canadian waters is listed as 
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Special Concern by COSEWIC but is not listed under Schedule 1 of SARA. No critical habitat for narwhal 

has been identified within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area.  

In summer, narwhal prefer coastal areas that offer deep water and shelter from the wind. During their fall 

migration, and later while wintering in the pack ice, narwhals prefer deep fjords and the continental slope 

where upwelling may increase biological productivity (COSEWIC 2004b). Habitat selection by narwhal 

appears to be influenced by the presence of leads in fast ice and the density of broken pack ice 

(COSEWIC 2004b). Narwhal generally travel in small groups of less than ten individuals in the summer 

but gather in concentrations of many hundreds of animals during migrations in the spring and fall 

(COSEWIC 2004b). 

Females are believed to reach maturity at five to eight years and produce their first young at 7 to 13 years 

(COSEWIC 2004b). Mating peaks in mid-April and most calves are born in July and August of the 

following year, after a gestation period of 14 to 15 months (COSEWIC 2004b). Mature females produce a 

single calf approximately every three years.  

Narwhal feed on a variety of invertebrate and fish species, though little is known about their ability to 

adapt to shifts in prey availability (COSEWIC 2004b). Threats to narwhal include hunting, environmental 

contaminants, climate change, and industrial activities such as commercial fishing (COSEWIC 2004b). 

The Hudson Bay population of narwhal was estimated to be 1,355 individuals in 1984, and 1,780 

individuals in 2000, though neither of these estimates corrected for submerged animals or weather 

conditions (COSEWIC 2004b). A 2011 survey estimated a population of 12,485 narwhals (95% 

confidence interval 7,515 – 20,743) and a 2018 survey estimated an abundance of 19,232 (95% 

confidence interval 11,257–32,856) narwhals in the Northern Hudson Bay population (adjusting the 

surface-visible estimate for submerged whales and whales missed by observers produced) (DFO 2012b).  

6.4.7 Killer Whale 

Killer whales (Orcinus orca) (Figure 6-4) occur in the Northwest Atlantic and eastern Canadian Arctic can 

be found from Baffin and Hudson Bay to US coastal waters (COSEWIC 2008). The Northwest Atlantic-

Eastern Arctic population of killer whale is listed as Special Concern by COSEWIC but is not listed under 

SARA. No critical habitat for killer whale has been identified in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. The 

size of the Northwest Atlantic-Eastern Arctic population is not known (COSEWIC 2008). The main threats 

facing killer whales are disturbance (both physical and acoustic), prey depletion, and contaminants 

(COSEWIC 2008).  

The species’ movement is not limited by features of their environment, other than ice in high latitudes, 

and can be found inhabiting a wide range of nearshore and offshore habitats and tolerate broad 

temperature, salinity, and turbidity levels (COSEWIC 2008). In the Northwest Atlantic, they have been 

documented preying on harp seals, white-beaked dolphins, minke whales, belugas, humpback whales, 

razor-bills auks, bluefin tuna, and herring. Male killer whales reach sexual maturity at approximately of 13 

years of age, and females reach sexual maturity at approximately 14 years of age (COSEWIC 2008).  

Most sightings of killer whales in the Northwest Atlantic occur during the summer months, although this is 

likely due to observer effort during this season (COSEWIC 2008). However, climate-driven sea-ice 
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declines have led to an increased open-water period and therefore, an increased overall killer whale 

presence in northern areas (Higdon and Ferguson 2009; Ferguson et al. 2010; Lawson and Stevens 

2014; Lefort et al. 2020). This increased presence of a predator species could put additional pressure on 

many marine mammals in the SEA Update Area (Higdon and Ferguson 2009; Ferguson et al. 2010). 

There is no evidence of a large-scale north-south migration for those species residing in the Northwest 

Atlantic.  

The results of the summer 2007 aerial survey conducted by DFO as part of the TNASS over the Labrador 

coast generated one sighting of killer whale (Lawson and Gosselin 2009). Killer whales were also not 

sighted during aerial surveys off the coast of Labrador in 2013 and 2014 and were rarely detected 

through acoustic monitoring conducted during the period (Lawson et al. 2017). However, habitat suitability 

modelling identified abundant high- and moderate-suitability habitat on the Labrador Shelf, with high 

suitability summer habitat identified for the nearshore southern Labrador shelf west of Harrison and 

Hamilton Bank, where they are sighted frequently, and for the Nain and Makkovik Banks. 

There have been 132 opportunistic sightings of killer whales in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

between 1864 and 2015. Sightings of killer whales throughout the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area are 

shown in Figure 6-4, with noticeable congregations of sightings near Mary’s Harbour and Makkovik. 

Multiple sightings have been reported by the NunatuKavut Community Council (2019). 

6.4.8 North Atlantic Right Whale 

North Atlantic right whales (Eubalaena glacialis) (Figure 6-5) are found in the Northwest Atlantic from 

Florida to Newfoundland, and in the Gulf of St. Lawrence (COSEWIC 2013). Some North Atlantic right 

whales overwinter at calving grounds off the coast of Florida and Georgia, and these whales migrate 

norther in the late winter and spring to feed off the northeast coast of the US. Not all North Atlantic right 

whales travel to these calving grounds, and the whereabouts of these whales during the winter, especially 

adult males, is not known (COSEWIC 2013). There is also a potential breeding ground located in the 

middle of Gulf of Maine (COSEWIC 2013).  

During the summer and fall, right whales congregate and feed in the lower Bay of Fundy and on the 

western Scotian Shelf, and rarely in the waters of Newfoundland. Since at least 2015, passive acoustic 

monitoring has detected an increase in summertime use of the Gulf of St. Lawrence by right whales 

(Simard et al. 2019) and aerial surveys conducted by DFO in 2018 and 2019 indicated that a substantial 

proportion of the population was in the southern Gulf of St. Lawrence (DFO 2020c). 

The North Atlantic right whale is listed as Endangered under Schedule 1 of SARA and by COSEWIC. No 

critical habitat for North Atlantic right whale has been identified in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. 

An Action Plan has been published for the North Atlantic right whale (DFO 2021b). 

North Atlantic right whales feed primarily on calanoid copepods and occasionally euphausiids and 

barnacle larvae (COSEWIC 2013).  

The age of first reproduction for females in on average 10 years and most reproductively active females 

give birth to a single calf every three to five years (COSEWIC 2013). The age of first reproduction for 
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males is on average 15 years. Gestation is believed to be approximately 12 months, and calves are 

typically nursed for one year (COSEWIC 2013).  

The main threats to right whales are ship strikes and entanglement in fishing gear; both of which have 

contributed to limited population recovery (COSEWIC 2013). Another threat to right whales is underwater 

noise (COSEWIC 2013). In 2017, 12 North Atlantic right whales died in the Gulf of St. Lawrence in an 

unusual mortality event, with no deaths recorded in 2018 and nine deaths in 2019 (NOAA 2020e). The 

Northwest Atlantic population was estimated to be 450 individuals as of 2016 (NOAA 2017f).  

There has been one opportunistic sighting of a North Atlantic right whale in the Labrador Shelf SEA 

Update Area in 2015. This sighting was near the southern boundary, as shown in Figure 6-5. Additionally, 

a male North Atlantic right whale was observed on the north coast of Newfoundland in early fall 2019, 

after travelling from previous sighting locations in Iceland and western France (DFO 2021a). 

6.4.9 Northern Bottlenose Whale 

Northern bottlenose whales (Hyperoodon ampullatus) (Figure 6-5) are found only in the North Atlantic 

Ocean, and in Canadian waters, they occur regularly along the Scotian Shelf and in the Davis Strait (DFO 

2016b). Northern bottlenose whales are found primarily offshore waters deeper than 500 m, and often 

near the 1000 m isobath (DFO 2016b). Northern bottlenose whales feed primarily on squid (DFO 2016b). 

The Scotian Shelf population of northern bottlenose whales is estimated to be 143 animals (95% 

Confidence Interval [CI]: 129 to 156 animals) (O’Brien and Whitehead 2013); however, there is no 

estimate of the size of the Davis Strait-Baffin Bay-Labrador Sea population, or of the total population of 

northern bottlenose whales in the Northwest Atlantic (COSEWIC 2011). 

Northern bottlenose whales in the Scotian Shelf population do not appear to migrate, but the movements 

of the Davis Strait-Baffin Bay-Labrador Sea population has not been studied (COSEWIC 2011).  

The Davis Strait-Baffin Bay-Labrador Sea population of northern bottlenose whale is listed as Special 

Concern by COSEWIC but is not listed under SARA. No critical habitat for northern bottlenose whale has 

been identified within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. 

The main threats to northern bottlenose whales are the risk of entanglement in fishing gear, oil and gas 

activities, and underwater noise (COSEWIC 2011). They have learned to prey upon longlines and deep-

set gillnets in mid- and northern Labrador, where they are often sighted near fishing vessels (DFO 

2021a). This is a source of injury and mortality for these whales. There is also concern about the levels of 

contaminants in tissue taken from northern bottlenose whales which may be related to oil and gas 

development activities, vessel strikes, and changes to food supply (COSEWIC 2011; DFO 2016b).  

There have been 121 opportunistic sightings of northern bottlenose whale in the Labrador Shelf SEA 

Update Area between 1980 and 2014. Many of these sightings were concentrated at the northern 

boundary (Figure 6-5).   
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6.4.10 Sowerby’s Beaked Whale 

Sowerby’s beaked whale (Mesoplodon bidens) (Figure 6-5) is endemic to the North Atlantic, where it is 

found mainly in deep, offshore temperate to subarctic waters (DFO 2017c). The distribution, abundance, 

and biology of Sowerby’s beaked whale is generally not well described. What is known about the 

distribution of this species is based on strandings and opportunistic sightings (MacLeod et al. 2006).  

In the western North Atlantic, this species is thought to occur as far north as the Davis Strait (COSEWIC 

2006b; Waring et al. 2013); however, it is most frequently observed in the waters off Newfoundland, Nova 

Scotia, and the northeastern US (MacLeod 2000; MacLeod et al. 2006). It is believed that Sowerby’s 

beaked whales occur in deep water, as sightings are generally on the continental shelf and slope; 

nearshore sightings of this species are rare. Stomach content analysis of stranded Sowerby’s beaked 

whales supports this hypothesis as mid- and deep-water fish and offshore squid compose the majority of 

their diet. In Canadian waters, this species is thought to occur primarily along the continental slope off of 

Nova Scotia and NL in waters greater than 200 m depth; however, their presence in these areas is 

considered rare (DFO 2017c). Sowerby’s beaked whale is listed as Special Concern under Schedule 1 of 

SARA and by COSEWIC. No critical habitat for Sowerby’s beaked whale has been identified within the 

Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. A Management Plan was published for Sowerby’s beaked whale (DFO 

2017c). 

Sowerby’s beaked whale is a small whale, with adults ranging in length from 4.5 to 5.5 m (DFO 2017c). 

Sowerby’s beaked whale belongs to the least-known group of whales, the Ziphiidae. This taxon has been 

shown to be sensitive to underwater noise. The social structure and reproductive behaviour of Sowerby’s 

beaked whales is unknown, and there is no estimate of population size in Canada (DFO 2017c). Threats 

to Sowerby’s beaked whale include exposure to acute and chronic underwater noise, entanglement in 

fishing gear, vessel strikes and contaminants from industrial developments and activities (DFO 2017c).  

The northern limit of confirmed sightings and strandings, at the time of the original SEA Report was in 

Notre Dame Bay, Newfoundland, though it was expected that this species extends further north into the 

Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. It was also speculated that beaked whales sighted in Davis Strait 

during the summer of 2003 were probably Sowerby’s beaked whales (COSEWIC 2006b). Since the 

original SEA Report, there has been one stranding reported near Rigolet (DFO 2017c) and one sighting 

of a Sowerby’s beaked whale off the central coast of Labrador in 2013 (Figure 6-5).  

6.5 SEA TURTLES  

The distribution of sea turtles in Atlantic Canadian waters is highly seasonal and location-dependent, as 

sea turtle habitats are transitory as their distribution in the open sea is related to the distribution of the 

prey species they depend on. Two species of sea turtle may occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 

Area. These include the leatherback sea turtle and loggerhead sea turtle. Both leatherbacks and 

loggerheads are listed as Endangered under SARA and by COSEWIC. No critical habitat for leatherbacks 

or loggerheads has been identified within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area.  
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While leatherbacks are the species of sea turtle most likely to occur off NL, both leatherbacks and 

loggerheads are seen with some regularity off eastern Canada in the summer and fall (Goff and Lien 

1988; Witzell 1999; Ledwell and Huntington 2009). Opportunistic sightings of sea turtles (in this case 

leatherbacks) recorded in or near the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area are shown in Figure 6-6. 

Sightings have also been reported by Nunatsiavut Government (2018) (species not specified), including 

as bycatch in salmon nets. 

6.5.1 Leatherback Sea Turtle 

Leatherback sea turtles (Dermochelys coriacea) occur globally and have the largest geographic range of 

reptile species. They undertake extensive migrations (sometimes over 10,000 km/year) throughout the 

temperate waters of the Atlantic, Pacific, and Indian Oceans (COSEWIC 2012).  

Leatherbacks migrate into Canadian waters to feed in late May or September, particularly in productive 

shelf and slope areas, where jellyfish and other soft-bodied invertebrates on which leatherbacks feed are 

concentrated (DFO 2004). Leatherbacks occur in both offshore and coastal waters (range of 2 to 5,033 

m), though most sightings are from continental shelf waters inside the 200-m isobath (COSEWIC 2012). 

In Canadian waters, leatherback sea turtles are listed as Endangered under Schedule 1 of SARA and by 

COSEWIC. An Action Plan has been published for the Atlantic population of leatherback sea turtles (DFO 

2020d). 

Leatherback turtles have been recorded throughout the year in Canadian waters (including off the coasts 

of Newfoundland (Goff and Lien 1988, in Atlantic Leatherback Turtle Recovery Team 2006) and Labrador 

(DFO 2005b, in Atlantic Leatherback Turtle Recovery Team 2006) with peak occurrence in August to 

September (James 2000; James et al. 2005a, 2005b, in Atlantic Leatherback Turtle Recovery Team 

2006; McAlpine et al. 2007). The northernmost record for leatherbacks in Atlantic Canada is off the coast 

of Nain and within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (Figure 6-6). Leatherback sea turtles do not nest 

in Canada (COSEWIC 2012). 

Leatherbacks nest on land but spend the rest of their lives at sea (COSEWIC 2012). Once they have 

hatched on sandy beaches and moved into the marine environment, little is known about the movements 

or habitat needs of hatchling, juvenile, and sub-adult turtles (COSEWIC 2012). Male turtles never return 

to land, while females return only to nest (COSEWIC 2012).  

As leatherbacks are largely pelagic, it has been difficult to determine overall population numbers. 

Population estimates are based on surveys of adult females observed on nesting beaches. In 1980, the 

global population was estimated to be approximately 115,000 nesting females (Pritchard 1982). In 1995, 

this estimate was revised to approximately 34,500 females (Spotila et al. 1996). Later estimates range 

from 34,000 to 94,000 adults (males and females) in the North Atlantic (COSEWIC 2012). Data on 

leatherbacks are insufficient to determine fluctuations and trends in the population in Atlantic Canadian 

waters. A declining nest trend for the North Atlantic population has been reported by National Marine 

Fisheries Service and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (2020).  
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Figure 6-6 Opportunistic Sightings of Sea Turtle SAR in the Labrador Shelf SEA 
Update Area (1973-2008)
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Limiting factors to the leatherback occur both on nesting beaches and at sea. Globally, leatherback turtles 

have declined by more than 70% (COSEWIC 2012). This species continues to be threatened by fisheries 

bycatch, coastal and offshore resource development, marine pollution, poaching of eggs, changes to 

nesting beaches and climate change (COSEWIC 2012). In eastern Canadian waters, limiting factors at 

sea include: prey that are of limited nutrient value that consumption of large quantities is required to meet 

energetic requirements; entanglement in fishing gear; collisions with boats; displacement due to 

anthropogenic noise; and marine pollution such as ingestion of marine debris (Atlantic Leatherback Turtle 

Recovery Team 2006). The main threat to leatherbacks in Atlantic Canadian waters is entanglement in 

longline and fixed fishing gear (COSEWIC 2012). For example, Hamelin et al. (2017) reported 40 

incidental captures of leatherback sea turtles in fixed fishing gear off Newfoundland and 136 from coastal 

Nova Scotia, and noted that the majority of entanglements occurred during high fisheries activity and 

when leatherbacks are seasonally resident (between July and August). 

The Recovery Strategy for leatherback turtles (Atlantic Leatherback Turtle Recovery Team 2006) 

specifies measures that can be implemented under Canadian jurisdiction to promote the recovery goal of 

achieving long-term viability of the leatherback populations frequenting Atlantic Canadian waters. A key 

challenge in the recovery of the leatherback turtle is a general lack of understanding of the species’ 

biology, distribution, habitat preferences and threats to populations, both in Canadian and international 

water. A further complicating factor is the international nature of this species, which makes recovery 

efforts more complex. 

The Action Plan for leatherback sea turtle (DFO 2020d) indicated that a necropsied leatherback sea turtle 

found in NL contained marine debris in its gastrointestinal tract, which had caused a blockage. Other 

necropsied leatherback sea turtles have had plastic marine debris in their gastrointestinal tracts, but the 

debris was not tied to the cause of death (DFO 2019a). 

There have been seven opportunistic sightings of leatherback sea turtles in the Labrador Shelf SEA 

Update Area that occurred between the years of 1973 and 2008. The locations of these sightings are 

shown in Figure 6-6. One sighting of a leatherback sea turtle was reported by the NunatuKavut 

Community Council (2019). 

6.5.2 Loggerhead Sea Turtle 

Loggerhead sea turtles (Caretta caretta) are widely distributed in the Atlantic, Pacific and Indian Oceans 

(COSEWIC 2010). While loggerhead sea turtle is the most common sea turtle in North American waters 

(Ernst et al. 1994), in Canadian waters they are listed as Endangered under Schedule 1 of SARA and by 

COSEWIC. A Recovery Strategy has been published for loggerhead sea turtle (DFO 2020e). 

Loggerheads found in Canadian waters are likely comprised of individuals from the same nesting 

populations as those found in the northern limit of US waters, and juveniles are routinely found in Atlantic 

Canada (COSEWIC 2010). Loggerheads are found in coastal areas to more than 200 km out to sea. 

They are usually associated with the warmer offshore waters of the Gulf Stream and are most often 

encountered on the Scotian Shelf, Scotian Slope, Georges Bank and the Grand Banks (COSEWIC 2010). 



LABRADOR SHELF OFFSHORE AREA STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT UPDATE 

Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles  

December 2021 

 6-30 

The largest nesting assemblages of loggerheads occur in Florida, and northernmost nesting beach in the 

western Atlantic is in Virginia; this species does not nest in Canada (COSEWIC 2010). After hatching 

from nests on sandy beaches, hatchlings move immediately to the marine environment. Like 

leatherbacks, once hatched, males never return to land while females return only to nest (COSEWIC 

2010).  

The North American population of loggerheads is declining and has been estimated to be between 9,000 

and 50,000 adults (Ernst 1994). Individuals found in Canadian waters are smaller than those found in the 

US and are likely younger animals (Witzell 1999). Seventy percent of the loggerheads captured 

incidentally by fishing gear (936 captures) from the Caribbean to Labrador between 1992 and 1995 were 

captured in waters east of the 200-m isobath off the Grand Banks, with captures peaking in September 

(Witzell 1999). In this area, loggerhead captures correspond closely with fishing effort, as the 

oceanographic features near the 200-m isobath results in a concentration of loggerhead prey species, 

such as jellyfish and crustaceans. Loggerheads are known to feed primarily on crab, molluscs and 

gastropods (Plotkin et al. 1993).  

Although loggerheads routinely visit waters off Atlantic Canada, little is known about population sized or 

trends (COSEWIC 2010). From 1999 to 2006, 9,592 loggerheads were caught as incidental bycatch in 

Canadian fisheries, averaging to 1,199 caught annually; this suggests that loggerheads have a significant 

presence in Canadian waters (COSEWIC 2010). It is believed that the nesting populations that contribute 

to the loggerhead turtle population in eastern Canada are declining (COSEWIC 2010).  

The Canadian population of loggerhead turtle is threatened by commercial fishing, particularly bycatch in 

the pelagic longline fleet, and by loss and degradation of nesting beaches in the southeastern US and the 

Caribbean (COSEWIC 2010). Other threats include bycatch in bottom and mid-water trawls, dredging, 

gillnetting, marine debris chemical pollution and the illegal harvest of eggs and nesting females 

(COSEWIC 2010).  

While there have been no opportunistic sightings of loggerhead from sightings data obtained from DFO, 

loggerheads were included in the original SEA Report as potentially occurring in Labrador waters.  

6.6 PINNIPEDS 

Six species of seal and one species of walrus have the potential to occur in or near the Labrador Shelf 

SEA Update Area. Species descriptions for these species are provided below. Opportunistic sightings of 

pinnipeds are not recorded in the DFO marine mammal sightings database, so while these seven species 

are known to occur, the exact locations of encounters, and the general distribution of these species, are 

not available. There is a long history of seal hunting in Labrador, and it remains an important part of life 

for coastal communities, providing cultural, economic and food security benefits (DFO 2021c). Seal 

hunting locations provided by Indigenous communities (Chapter 10) also contribute valuable information 

regarding distribution along the Labrador coast. 

The NunatuKavut Community Council observed differences in populations of seals (species not specified) 

depending upon the location within southern Labrador, with some areas showing a decrease in 

abundance relative to 40 to 50 years ago, while other locations have seen increased abundance in recent 
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years (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019). The NunatuKavut Community Council observed healthy, 

fat seals, with stomachs full of shrimp, capelin, herring, and crab and indicated that seals often take 

salmon out of salmon nets (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019). 

Nunatsiavut Government reported that the changes in ice cover over the past 20 years (increase in ice 

and pack ice coming closer to land), has increased the number of seals near land, making hunting seals 

easier; however, in some cases, the ice can negatively affect the seal hunt if it freezes up too early 

(Nunatsiavut Government 2018). With regard to overall seal abundance, Nunatsiavut Government 

observed stable populations, with seals as plentiful as in the past, with natural fluctuations from year to 

year, and also noted that seals are not hunted as much as they were when seal skin was sold 

(Nunatsiavut Government 2018). Some areas are reported as having increased abundance, diversity of 

species, and larger sizes in recent years. For example, Nunatsiavut Government observed many seals 

near English River, Deer Cove, and Shoal Cove, noting a lot of little fish in these areas that attract the 

seals (Nunatsiavut Government 2018). Melville Lake was also reported as having high concentrations of 

seals (species not specified) and was noted as an area for pupping (Nunatsiavut Government 2018). 

Nunatsiavut Government also reported that if the ice is really thick, seals will sometimes stay year around 

because they cannot get back out to open water. This stranding can result in increased predation by 

terrestrial animals (Nunatsiavut Government 2018). Nunatsiavut Government expressed concerns about 

methyl mercury from Muskrat Falls and its potential effect on seals in the region (Nunatsiavut Government 

2018). Nunatsiavut Government (2018) did not specify the species but given that the area is known as a 

pupping area for ringed seals (DFO 2021a), they were likely referring to this species. 

There are no available data for distribution of pinnipeds along the Labrador coast but incidental sightings 

from IK holders, as well as hunting locations described by the NunatuKavut Community Council and 

Nunatsiavut Government are shown in Chapter 10. 

6.6.1 Atlantic Walrus  

The Atlantic walrus (Odobenus rosmarus) is a large marine mammal with front and hind limbs that have 

developed into flippers supporting it in an upright position. The walrus can be distinguished from other 

species of pinnipeds by its tusks, which are long upper canines, and by its moustache of quill-like 

whiskers (COSEWIC 2017). The walrus has a discontinuous circumpolar Arctic and sub-Arctic distribution 

with distinct Atlantic and Pacific subspecies (Fay 1985; Cronin et al. 1994). There are nine stocks of 

Atlantic walruses (DFO 2021a). In Canada, the Atlantic walrus ranges from Bathurst and Prince of Wales 

islands eastward to the Davis Strait and from James Bay norther to Kane basin (COSEWIC 2006c). 

Walruses are rare south of the Hebron-Okak Bay (57°28’ N, 62°20’ W) area of the Labrador coast 

(Mercer 1967; Born et al. 1995) but a few have been sighted south to Nova Scotia over the past two 

decades (Kingsley 1998; Camus 2003; Richer 2003) and single walruses have been sighted in northern 

and eastern Newfoundland across multiple summers, along with sightings as far south as Cape Breton 

and Sable Island, Nova Scotia. However, it is unknown whether these animals represent vagrants or 

recolonization of former walrus habitat (DFO 2021a).  

There are three extant walrus populations in Canada: High Arctic; Central-Low Arctic; and Northwest 

Atlantic. The Northwest Atlantic population is listed as Extirpated on Schedule 1 of SARA and recovery of 

this species is not considered biologically or technically feasible (DFO 2008). The Central / Low Arctic 
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population and the High Arctic population of Atlantic walrus are assessed as Special Concern by 

COSEWIC (COSEWIC 2017) but are not listed under Schedule 1 of SARA. No critical habitat for walrus 

has been identified within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area.  

The High Arctic population occupies Penny Strait-Lancaster Sound, western Jones Sound and Baffin 

Bay, and it has been estimated that this population is approximately 2,481 individuals based on aerial 

surveys (COSEWIC 2017). The Central-Low Arctic population, from which walruses sighted in NL likely 

belong, occupies Foxe Basin, northern James Bay, Hudson Bay, south and east Baffin Island, Hudson 

Strait, Ungava Bay, and Labrador. Past opportunistic counts suggest a minimum population of 18,900 

walrus in the Central-Low Arctic population; however, there are no recent estimates from Hudson Strait, 

Ungava Bay and Labrador (COSEWIC 2017).  

Occasional recent sightings with respect to the Nova Scotia-Newfoundland-Gulf of St. Lawrence stock are 

not considered a sign of its re-establishment. Based on existing knowledge of stock size, it is suggested 

that only large changes in stock sizes would be detectable (Stewart 2002). Breeding places for walrus 

have been identified off the Mugfords and off of Cut Throat Island, Labrador, and walrus have been 

observed on the islands and in the bays of the Nain District (Williamson and LIA 1997). 

The limited ecological niche, restricted seasonal distributions, size and cultural significance have resulted 

in walrus being vulnerable to hunting and sensitive to environmental changes. Presently, hunting is the 

main threat to walrus. Other threats include contaminant uptake, industrial development, noise 

disturbance, and climate change. Climate change may affect walruses by exposing them to increased 

hunting pressures and altering trophic dynamics (Stewart 2002; COSEWIC 2017). Climate change could 

also result in the disappearance of sea ice during summer, having a negative effect on walruses as they 

use sea ice as haul-out platforms over benthic foraging areas. This loss of haul-out platforms leads to 

increased use of terrestrial haul-outs (and deaths due to trampling events) and increased distances to 

travel to reach foraging sites. Although mostly observed in the Pacific to date (Udevitz et al. 2017; 

MacCracken 2012), this could also become a problem for Atlantic walruses. 

6.6.2 Seals 

All species of seals found in Labrador are culturally very important to Inuit peoples. The different species 

of seals have different uses based on their characteristics. For example, bearded seals, which are 

discussed in detail below, are sought after for their hide as it is generally tougher than other species 

making it useful for the bottom of kamiks. Ringed seals, discussed in Section 6.6.2.6, are the preferred 

species for food for Labrador Inuit (DFO 2021a).  

6.6.2.1 Bearded Seal 

Bearded seals (Erignathus barbatus), named for its long whiskers and commonly referred to as “square 

flipper”, are associated with sea ice and have a circumpolar distribution across the Arctic and sub-Arctic 

(Burns 1981). There are two subspecies of the bearded seal: Erignathus barbatus barbatus and E. 

barbatus nautica. E. barbatus barbatus is found in the western Laptev Sea, Barents Sea, and North 

Atlantic Ocean, and as such, is the subspecies that occurs in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. In 
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eastern Canada, bearded seals occur throughout the Arctic and along the Labrador coast south to 

northern Newfoundland. 

Among the largest of the northern seals, the bearded seal makes it home on moving inshore ice in 

shallow coastal waters where the seabed is rich in food. During the open water period, bearded seals 

occur mainly in relatively shallow areas, because they are predominantly benthic feeders (Burns 1981). 

Bearded seals generally feed in water depths of less than 150 m (DFO 2021a). The diet of bearded seals 

consists primarily of crustaceans (shrimps and crabs), molluscs (clams and whelks), and some fish such 

as sculpin, flatfish, and cod (Reardon 1981; Hjelset et al. 1999; DFO n.d.). Although the seasonal 

movements of bearded seals may be related to the advance and retreat of sea ice, and water depth, 

there are some seals that remain in coastal water during the summer, and do not follow the receding ice 

(Kelly 1988). Predation of bearded seals occurs most often in pack ice when the seals are hauled out and 

polar bears kill mainly newborn seals (Smith 1980). Bearded seals are also preyed upon by killer whales, 

and on occasion, walruses.  

The weight and condition of bearded seals is variable throughout the year with adults losing up to 30% of 

their weight between January and June, mostly because of a reduction of the blubber layer (Burns 1967). 

Bearded seals weigh between 200 to 430 kg (DFO n.d.). Thus, bearded seals are the largest prior to 

reproduction and lactation, and they are leanest after the moulting period (Anderson et al. 1999). The 

period of moulting is usually following by a period of intensive feeding, which typically occurs in June as 

seals rebuild their energy stores and blubber for the winter (Anderson et al. 1999). Bearded seals can live 

from 20-23 years in the wild, and few bearded seals live longer than 25 years. Females reach maturity at 

three to eight years, while males reach maturity at six to seven years. Most pups are born from mid-March 

to early May, depending on the region. Pups nurse for 18 to 24 days, growing at about 3.3 kg per day 

(DFO n.d.). Williamson and LIA (1997) reported an increase in abundance of bearded seals in the Nain 

District in the 1990s, but more recent trends are unknown. Nunatsiavut Government (2018) observed 

reduced quality of bearded seals in some locations within Labrador, noting a reduction in their size. 

6.6.2.2 Grey Seal 

Grey seals (Halichoerus grypus) are found on both sides of the North Atlantic Ocean. There are three 

populations of grey seal, one of which, the Northwest Atlantic stock, occurs in eastern Canada (NOAA 

2017g). The Northwest Atlantic stock ranges from Labrador to New Jersey, but segregates into three 

breeding herds during their breeding season in January. These herds occur on Sable Island, in the Gulf of 

St. Lawrence, and the Nova Scotia coastline. There is no estimate for the total Northwest Atlantic 

population (NOAA 2017g). The most recent abundance estimates for the three Canadian breeding herds 

is 505,000 (DFO 2014), and the total pup production in 2016 was estimated at 109,000, indicating that 

populations of grey seals in the northwest Atlantic will continue to increase (den Heyer et al. 2020).   

The Northwest Atlantic stock of grey seals occurs in the Gulf of St. Lawrence, and off Nova Scotia, and 

NL. The largest pupping colony occurs on Sable Island, with a range of 208,000 to 223,000 individuals 

(Trzcinski et al. 2005) and a total pup production of approximately 87,500 (den Heyer et al. 2020). The 

Gulf of St. Lawrence population (which pups on the ice in the southern Gulf of St. Lawrence) is estimated 

at 52,500 (Hammill 2005) with a total pup production of approximately 9,800 (den Heyer et al. 2020). The 

Sable Island population will move north during July to September, returning to Sable Island in October to 
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December (Stobo and Zwaneburg 1990). Williamson and LIA (1997) reported that while grey seals had 

been uncommon in the Nain District in the past, they were more commonly observed in the 1990s. 

Williamson and LIA (1997) also identified a grey seal breeding area near Illusuattalialuk Island. 

Grey seals are benthic and pelagic predators that feed on herring, cod, flounder, skate, squid and 

mackerel. Although the population is centered in the Gulf of St. Lawrence, grey seals are present along 

the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area in the summer and fall. Grey seals grow up to 210 cm in length and 

a maximum weight of 230 kg, with males being larger than females.  

Grey seals may be born from September to March, but peak pupping occurs in January (Hall 2002). Pups 

are weaned in approximately three weeks and disperse throughout the Gulf, the Scotian Shelf, and along 

southern Newfoundland.  

6.6.2.3 Harbour Seal 

Harbour seals (Phoca vitulina) are year-round residents along the coast of NL (Baird 2001). In the 

Northwest Atlantic, harbour seals can be found in nearshore waters from the eastern Canadian Arctic and 

Greenland to southern New England and New York (NOAA 2021). NOAA stock assessment reports for 

harbour seals are based on surveys conducted off the coast of Maine and do not include abundance 

estimates for Newfoundland. However, in a study conducted in 1993, the eastern Canadian population of 

harbour seals was estimated at 30,000 to 40,000 individuals (Burns 2002). A COSEWIC review in 1999 

indicates that available data are insufficient to determine the status of the population; however, in the 

1990s, the east coast population appeared to be increasing (Baird 2001) but more recent trends are 

unknown. 

Adults range from 1.5 to 1.8 m in length and weight up to 62 kg, with males larger than females. The 

primary prey of harbour seals on the Labrador Shelf are winter flounder, Arctic cod, shorthorn sculpin 

(Myoxocephalus scorpius) and Atlantic cod, with some regional variability (Sjare et al. 2005). Harbour 

seals are common in nearshore shallow waters near river mouths or at particular haul-out sites. Pupping 

is expected to occur in May or June and pups are nursed for approximately 24 days (Bowen et al. 2001). 

Harbour seals remain in the nearshore year-round making them accessible to hunters. Prior to the 1970s, 

harbour seals were plentiful in the bays, but it seemed that hunting activities had driven the seals to the 

outer islands (Brice-Bennett 1977). Harbour seals were reported to have both increased and decreased in 

abundance in the Nain District in the 1990s (Williamson and LIA 1997), but more recent trends are 

unknown. Williamson and LIA (1997) identified Spracklins Island (Kikkitasuak) as a breeding ground for 

harbour seals, and Inuit hunters have traditionally hunted there. Nunatsiavut Government (2018) have 

observed a decrease in the abundance of harbour seals near Indian Islands and Snook's Cove. 

Potentially limiting factors from anthropogenic sources on harbour seals include oil spills, accumulation of 

persistent toxins, and disturbance by coastal development, vessel traffic, or acoustic harassment (Baird 

2001), as well as fisheries bycatch (DFO 2021a). 
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6.6.2.4 Harp Seal  

Harp seals (Pagophilus groenlandicus) are the most abundant pinniped in the Northwest Atlantic and are 

found throughout most of the North Atlantic and Arctic Ocean. Globally, the harp seal population is 

divided into three separate stocks, identified by specific pupping locations (NOAA 2014). The western 

North Atlantic stock is the largest of these three stocks and is divided into two breeding herds: the “Front 

herd” and the “Gulf herd” (DFO 2012c). The “Front herd” breeds off the coast of NL while the “Gulf herd” 

breeds in the Gulf of St. Lawrence (DFO 2012c). Harp seals are highly migratory, and the major migratory 

pathways are primarily coastal going up the eastern coast of Labrador into the Davis Strait and Baffin Bay 

(AMEC 2014).  

Harp seal populations increased substantially between the time of the collapse of the seal skin market in 

the late 1970s to the 1990s and the closure of the large-scale commercial seal hunt in 1987 (Williamson 

and LIA 1997; DFO 2021a). This increase is especially noticeable in the populations that migrate in large 

herds: north in the spring and south in the autumn. Quick freeze-ups often result in "stragglers" that must 

crawl over the ice to find water. This occurred in large numbers in 1997. In a study conducted in 1997, 

Inuit participants reported that the seals were leaner and the meat tasted different, which they attributed 

to a change in diet as a result of the decrease in capelin, sculpin, and other sea food (Williamson and LIA 

1997). 

The most recent population estimate for the western North Atlantic stock of harp seal is 7,600,000 

individuals (95% CI: 6,600,000-8,800,000), modelled using pup production estimates from aerial surveys 

in 2017, reproductive rates, Canadian harvest information, ice related mortality, and Greenland harvest 

information (DFO 2020f). This is similar to an earlier estimate of 7,700,000 individuals (95% CI: 6,900,000 

to 8,400,000) based on a variety of methods including aerial and mark-recapture surveys (DFO 2012c; 

NOAA 2014).  

The NunatuKavut Community Council observed fewer harp seals in recent years in some locations in 

southern Labrador (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019). The harp seals summers in the Canadian 

Arctic and Greenland (DFO 2005b). The average adult harp seal is 1.7 m in length and weight ranges 

from 80 to 180 kg depending on time of year. Harp seals may live 35 years or more. 

In the fall most of these seals migrate southward either to the Gulf of St. Lawrence or to the area off 

southern Labrador and northern Newfoundland where they give birth in late February or March (DFO 

2000, 2005b). A substantial proportion of the harp seals pupping in Newfoundland would be located in the 

southern portion of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. An estimated 714 pups were born off the 

northeastern coast of Newfoundland in 2017, accounting for 96% of all pupping that year (DFO 2020f). 

Pups are nursed for approximately 12 to 14 days on the ice and then disperse to areas throughout the 

northern-most Gulf of St. Lawrence, northeastern Newfoundland and southern Labrador. Some 

individuals may remain in southern waters throughout the summer; however, the majority of the 

population migrates north to summer feeding grounds in Hudson Bay, Baffin Island and northwestern 

Greenland (DFO 2000).  
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Moulting aggregations of older animals on the sea ice may form in April and May off Northeastern 

Newfoundland. Capelin are the primary prey of harp seal (DFO 2020f; Hammill et al. 2021). The prey 

composition and food consumption of harp seals varies greatly with season and among regions (Kapel 

2000; Nilssen et al. 2000). Data collected from harp seal pups in the Greenland Sea in 1995-1997, 

determined that pups feed on crustaceans as their first food source. Harp seals are common in the 

Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area.  

6.6.2.5 Hooded Seal 

Hooded seals (Cystophora cristata) can be found throughout most of the North Atlantic and Arctic Oceans 

in deep water (NOAA 2007b). The hooded seal population has been subdivided into three stocks, 

including the Northwest Atlantic, Greenland Sea, and White Sea stocks. The Northwest Atlantic 

population pups in the southern Gulf of St. Lawrence, in the Davis Strait (between Greenland and 

northern Canada), and off the coast of northern Newfoundland and Labrador (DFO 2019b). Hooded seals 

spend most of the year in the open ocean, except for brief periods when they reproduce and moult 

(Anderson et al. 2009). In NL waters, hooded seals are found on the Newfoundland continental shelf in 

winter and spring from December through March, with areas of high use identified off the coast of 

Newfoundland and on the continental shelf and shelf break (Anderson et al. 2009, 2013). Hooded seals 

were very rare in Nain at one time but sometimes are seen coming in from the outside waters and rough 

ice (Williamson and LIA 1997). The population of hooded seals in the Northwest Atlantic (Canadian 

population) was estimated to 593,500 (DFO 2019b).  

The majority of the hooded seal population in the Northwest Atlantic whelp in the area off southern 

Labrador and northern Newfoundland known as the “Front” in mid to late March (DFO 2018). In most 

years, a substantial portion of the hooded seals pupping in NL are found in the southern region of the 

Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. This is followed by dispersal and migration to summer moulting 

grounds in the waters off Greenland. Hooded seals are widely distributed throughout the Northwest 

Atlantic in the winter and spring (Stenson and Sjare 1996; Kovacs 2002); however, some individuals may 

remain in Northwest Atlantic waters year-round. The relationship between the different breeding groups 

are poorly understood, although DNA research suggests a single group (Hammill and Stenson 2006). 

Adult males reach lengths of 2.6 m and weights of 300 to 400 kg, while females average approximately 2 

m in length and weigh 145 to 300 kg. Hooded seals are important predators in waters around 

Newfoundland (Hammill and Stenson 2000), feeding on benthic invertebrates, Greenland halibut, redfish, 

Arctic cod, and squid.  

6.6.2.6 Ringed Seal 

Ringed seal (Pusa hispida), more commonly known as jar seals, have a circumpolar distribution (King 

1983), and are found in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. In the North Atlantic, ringed seals occur in 

marine waters virtually everywhere there is seasonal ice cover (Reeves 1998). In the Northwest Atlantic, 

they occur from northern Newfoundland northward and throughout the Canadian Arctic Archipelago. Their 

distribution is continuous and there are few geographical barriers that would prevent their dispersion. 
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Ringed seals prefer annual landfast ice with good snow cover in fjords and bays with complex coastlines 

(McLaren 1958), but they also occur on offshore pack ice (e.g., Finley et al. 1983). Adult ringed seals tend 

to winter under stable nearshore ice, whereas subadults are often found edges of the landfast ice 

(McLaren 1958). In winter, ringed seals spend most of their time in the water or in subnivean lairs under 

the snow and on the stable ice. A study by Ferguson et al. (2005) indicated that decreasing snow depth in 

April and May may be linked to decreased recruitment of ringed seals. Reduced snowfall results in less 

snow available and shallower drifts, and consequently, for pups, loss of thermal protection and less 

protection from predators when they rely on being concealed in subnivean birth lairs. 

After breeding season (March to early May), they haul out on the ice to moult until ice breakup (Smith and 

Hammill 1981). Ringed seals exhibit limiting feeding (Smith 1973) during the moult after which they feed 

intensively during the open-water period (from late July until late October) on pelagic and demersal fish, 

mainly Arctic cod (McLaren 1958; Weslawski et al. 1994; Holst et al. 2001). Adult ringed seals prefer to 

feed on pelagic schooling fish in most areas, with Arctic cod and capelin being the most commonly 

consumed species. Younger seals, and adults in some areas and seasons, feed heavily on smaller prey 

such as amphipods and euphausiids (Lydersen 1998). Some evidence suggests that juveniles and adults 

forage in different habitats (Holst et al. 2001).  

The movement of ringed seals can be highly variable. Individual movement was significantly greater 

during the open-water season than during winter and spring. Individual tagged seals have shown to move 

very long distances on occasion (Teilmann et al. 1999; Born et al. 2004). However, most tagged seals 

have been recaptured in the same general area where they were tagged (Teilmann et al. 1999) 

suggesting some ringed seals exhibit limited movement. Between 2008 and 2011, 16 ringed seals were 

tagged with satellite transmitters in Saglek Bay, primarily juveniles (six female and seven male); no adult 

female seals were tagged in the studies. Movements differed greatly between the tagged ringed seals; 

some remained in or close to Saglek Bay (travelling less than 100 km) while others ranged over 1,000 km 

(Parks Canada 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011). Martinez-Bakker et al. (2013) tracked 27 seals using satellite 

telemetry, which indicated that male and female ringed seal may disperse on a pan-Arctic scale when sea 

ice extent is minimal during summer months. Yurkowski et al. (2016) found that ringed seals in lower 

latitudes (with longer ice-free periods) remained resident (90%) more often than ringed seals in higher 

latitudes with shorter ice-free seasons (58%). 

Ringed seals occur in areas of landfast and drifting pack ice over various water depths. While they may 

prefer areas of landfast ice for breeding, they may also breed successfully in areas of stable pack ice, 

such as Baffin Bay or the Greenland Sea (Reeves 1998). Ringed seals are able to maintain several 

breathing holes in ice that may be over 2 m in thickness, using their strong sharp foreclaws and teeth to 

scratch through the ice (Reeves 1998). During the summer, ringed seals forage in areas of pack ice or 

open water and may haul out on land where no ice is available. 

Female ringed seals on average begin to reach sexual maturity at age four to five, with some not 

maturing until they are seven to eight years old (Reeves 1998). Males mature about two years later than 

females. Most adults measure 1.1 to 1.5 m in length and 50 to 70 kg in weight, and males tend to be 

longer than females. After reaching sexual maturity, female ringed seals usually have one pup per year, 

although this may decline if conditions are not favourable (Kingsley and Byers 1998). They give birth in 

lairs from mid-March through April, nurse their pups in the lairs for five to eight weeks, and mate in late 



LABRADOR SHELF OFFSHORE AREA STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT UPDATE 

Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles  

December 2021 

 6-38 

April and May (Lydersen and Hammill 1993). Ringed seals are relatively long-lived, and animals as old as 

45 years have been found in Svalbard (Lydersen 1998).  

The NAMMCO Scientific Committee (NAMMCO 1997) recognized three stock areas in the North Atlantic, 

based on the low likelihood of mixing between the areas. There is no genetic or other evidence to support 

such stock divisions. Area 1 is centered on Baffin Bay and includes northeastern Canada and west 

Greenland. 

Ringed seals reside in the Nain District and in the 1990s had reportedly increased in abundance in this 

location (Williamson and LIA 1997), but more recent trends are unknown. Ringed seal is a staple of the 

Inuit diet and are hunted year-round. Ringed seals remain in snow dens in the bays and at the sina (an 

Inuktitut word for the floe edge between the land fast ice and the Arctic pack ice on the outer coast of 

Labrador) during winter, and maintain breathing holes, many of which, in the Nain District, are located 

(year after year) between Taktuk and Tinnitjavik, as well as in Voisey's Bay. Every bay has its own 

population of ringed seals and ringed seals found outside the sina are usually much smaller than the 

ringed seals found on the landfast ice (Williamson and LIA 1997). 

Nunatsiavut Government (2018) observed ringed seals near English River and have reported a change in 

quality (taste), while areas near Goose Bay have been reported as having no change in ringed seal 

abundances or quality. 

Ringed seals are difficult to count. Despite these difficulties, aerial surveys of fast-ice areas during the 

spring have been the most widely-used method of assessing the abundance of ringed seals, although it is 

widely recognized that such counts are underestimates (Reeves 1998). Because of the difficulties in 

deriving estimates of abundance, there is little information on trends of the abundance of ringed seals and 

the population size for the Canadian Arctic Archipelago is listed as N/A (not available) on the NAMMCO 

website (NAMMCO 2020b). In November 2019, the status of ringed seals was listed as Special Concern 

due to uncertainties in population status or trends, in addition to other considerations including climate 

change and reduction in the area and duration of sea ice (COSEWIC 2020). Ringed seals are not listed 

under Schedule 1 of SARA. 

6.7 POLAR BEAR  

Polar bears (Ursus maritimus) are prominent in Canada’s Arctic ecosystem and are important to northern 

Indigenous people. Polar bears range throughout northern Canada, from the Yukon to Labrador and this 

population is distributed among 14 subpopulations (occurring wholly or in part in Canada) with some 

evidence of genetic separation between them (COSEWIC 2018). The world’s population of polar bears 

was previously estimated to be 20,000 to 25,000 individuals, of which approximately 15,500 were 

estimated to occur in Canada (COSEWIC 2018). However, assessments suggest that a rigorous estimate 

of the number of polar bears (globally or in Canada) is not possible due to concerns with the available 

data including survey age, survey irregularities, and large confidence intervals associated with the data 

(COSEWIC 2018). 

Bears from the Davis Strait subpopulation occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (COSEWIC 

2002b; 2018). Based on the movements of tagged animals and adult females with satellite radio collars, 

the Davis Strait subpopulation is comprised of bears from the Labrador Sea, eastern Hudson Strait, Davis 
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Strait south of Cape Dyer, and along the eastern edge of the Davis Strait-southern Baffin Bay pack ice 

(COSEWIC 2018). Polar bears range along the entire northern Labrador coast, with southerly winter 

movements extending as far as the Strait of Belle Isle and occasionally to Newfoundland (ECCC 2018). 

They are usually found in the more northerly regions of Labrador, especially during winter and spring on 

pack ice. They were once more common in southern Labrador, but this population has decreased due to 

human habitation and associated hunting. The Davis Strait population was estimated to be 1,400 bears in 

COSEWIC (2018); this has since been updated to 2,100 bears (Peacock et al. 2006).  

Polar bears are hunted by the Inuit in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (SEM 2008) and are 

considered a key part of Arctic ecosystems and Inuit culture (DFO 2021c). Non-quantitative observations 

over the past 30 years suggest that populations have increased (COSEWIC 2018). Qualitative 

observations from elders in Nain have indicated that abundance in Davis Strait was higher now than it 

was in the past; however, these elders also report that distribution has changed from primarily coastal 

and offshore areas to now also including the inland portions of bays, so bears occur further inland than in 

the past (Nunatsiavut Government 2006). Additionally, the NunatuKavut Community Council and 

Nunatsiavut Government observed an increase in polar bears in Labrador and are often reported as 

coming closer to land in recent years (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019; Nunatsiavut Government 

2018).  

Polar bear distribution has historically been tied closely to the distribution and abundance of ringed seals, 

one of their preferred prey, and to physical attributes of sea ice (COSEWIC 2002b, 2018). However, polar 

bears in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area have adapted to eat primarily harp seals, as they are more 

abundant than ringed seals (Peacock et al. 2013). From early winter until break-up of annual sea ice in 

spring, polar bears are dispersed predominantly over sea ice along the coast and may range over 200 km 

offshore (COSEWIC 2018). During the summer, polar bears may remain on the sea ice as it melts and 

retreats northward. Once the sea ice melts, polar bears are forced to spend the summer on land, where 

they live off stored fat; polar bears return to the sea ice when it reforms in the fall (COSEWIC 2002b, 

2018).  

Maternal denning sites are generally located on land near the coast, being excavated in snow drifts and in 

some places frozen ground (COSEWIC 2018). Polar bears have relatively low reproductive rates, with 

females reaching maturity between four to six years of age and having litters of one to two cubs 

approximately every three years (COSEWIC 2018). Males do not breed until they are eight to ten years of 

age. Very few polar bears live past 25-30 years of age (COSEWIC 2018).  

Polar bears are listed on Appendix II of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species 

(CITES). Under CITES, international shipment of polar bear or parts thereof must be done under permit 

(COSEWIC 2002b, 2018). Management authority for polar bears lie with the provinces, territories, and 

wildlife management boards established under land claims, with enforceable quota in effect in the 

Northwest Territories, Manitoba, Yukon, Nunavut, and Labrador (COSEWIC 2002b, 2018). 

Polar bears are listed as Special Concern under SARA and by COSEWIC and are also listed as 

Vulnerable under the NL ESA. Potential threats to polar bears include over-harvesting, changes in the 

availability of ice-dependent seals, pollution, environmental contaminants, habitat disturbance, and 

mortality associated with incidental human contact (COSEWIC 2018; ECCC 2018). Climate change is 
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likely to influence these and should be treated as the main limiting factor to polar bears (COSEWIC 

2018).  

The NL government is working with the Torngat Wildlife and Plants Co-Management Board (TWPCB), 

CWS, and the Nunatsiavut Government to develop a Polar Bear Management Plan for NL (ECCC 2018). 

There is still limited information available regarding polar bear distributions, and records of sightings are 

typically the method used for determining population ranges. In a report completed by York et al. (2015) 

using traditional ecological knowledge from Indigenous hunters in Labrador, 152 polar bear sightings 

were identified by 15 hunters. These sightings are shown on Figure 6-7. Likewise, areas identified as 

feeding and hunting locations for polar bears were also identified and are shown on Figure 6-8.  

The NunatuKavut Community Council observed an increase in polar bear abundance in recent years in 

southern Labrador (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019), and they are often observed on the islands 

and in bays of the Nain District (Williamson and LIA 1997). Polar bear sightings and polar bear hunting 

areas identified by the NunatuKavut Community Council (2019) and Nunatsiavut Government (2018) are 

shown in Figure 6-9. 

6.8 SEASONALITY AND IMPORTANT AREAS FOR MARINE MAMMALS AND SEA 

TURTLES 

Many species of marine mammals that have potential to occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

may only be present in the area for part of the year while some species have the potential to occur year-

round. Overall, summer is an important time for marine mammal and sea turtle species in the waters of 

NL, when migratory species come to feed before returning to southern latitudes in winter. In general, 

pinnipeds may be more common during winter and spring when there is sea ice and pack ice in the 

region. This is especially the case for harp seals and hooded seals that pup and nurse on drifting sea ice 

in late winter/early spring in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Ringed and bearded seals also pup in 

the early spring in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. 

The timing of presence for marine mammals and sea turtles that have potential to occur in the Labrador 

Shelf SEA Update Area is described in Table 6.2 based on existing literature and sightings data. Where 

the timing of presence for a species is unknown, this is also noted and represents a data gap in 

knowledge of these species’ occurrence in the region. Lawson et al. (2017) noted that marine mammal 

vessel and aerial surveys recorded a larger number of sightings in southern Labrador in 2013, when 

surveys were conducted in October and November, compared to 2014 surveys conducted in August. 

Lawson et al. (2017) also observed marked differences in cetacean distribution between the aerial survey 

that was conducted on the Labrador Shelf during a concurrent seismic survey in October 2013 and the 

survey conducted in the absence of seismic activities in November 2013, suggesting that marine 

mammals were displaced by this seismic noise. 
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Source: York et al. 2015 

Figure 6-7 Identified Polar Bear Sightings Along the Coast of Labrador
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Source: York et al. 2015 

Figure 6-8 Identified Polar Bear Hunting and Feeding Locations along the Coast of 
Labrador   
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Figure 6-9 Polar Bear Sightings and Polar Bear Hunting Areas along the Coast of 
Labrador (2018 [Nunatsiavut Government] and 2019 [NunatuKavut 
Community Council])  
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Table 6.2 Timing of Presence of Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles with Potential to 
Occur in Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

Common Name Timing of Presence Summary of Presence 

Mysticetes 

Blue whale Year-round In general, blue whales migrate south for the winter, but in years 
of light ice cover some may remain in NL waters throughout the 
year (COSEWIC 2002a). Highest concentrations occur from 
early spring through winter. 

Bowhead whale Unknown In general, bowhead whales are associated with ice for most of 
the year, wintering at the southern limit of the pack ice and 
moving northward as sea ice breaks up in spring. Bowheads are 
rare in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. 

Fin whale Year-round Fin whales may occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 
year-round but are more likely to occur in nearshore areas during 
summer (COSEWIC 2005).  

Humpback whale Year-round Common in NL waters, especially from May to October, but 
some likely stay year-round. Singing humpbacks whales have 
been heard at recording stations under and near pack ice in 
winter months off mid Labrador (DFO 2021a). 

Minke whale Year-round Most stay in NL waters for the summer and fall (April to October), 
but some individuals remain throughout the winter. 

North Atlantic right 
whale 

Unknown North Atlantic right whales are a migratory species but are only 
rare visitors to NL waters. 

Sei whale Seasonal Have potential to occur in Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area in 
summer and early fall from June to September 

Odontocetes 

Atlantic white-sided 
dolphin 

Year-round Have the potential to occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 
Area year-round, this species displays seasonal movements 
inshore and north during summer months, and offshore during 
winter months.  

Beluga whale Unknown During summer, belugas are found in relatively shallow water 
along the coastlines of NL (COSEWIC 2004a; DFO 2005a). In 
mid to late September, they begin moving towards their wintering 
areas. The Eastern Hudson Bay population of beluga 
overwinters on the Hopedale Saddle (DFO 2013a).  

Harbour porpoise Year-round Common in bays and harbours during summer months, little is 
known about the winter distribution of harbour porpoises in NL 
waters, though they are believed to be present year-round 
(COSEWIC 2006a).  

Killer whale Year-round This species may occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 
year-round. There is evidence of north-south migration of killer 
whales (Matthews et al. 2011). There is also photo-identification 
evidence of killer whale movements between southern 
Newfoundland and the Gulf, to southern Labrador waters (e.g., 
Lawson and Stevens 2014; Lawson, et al. 2007). 

Long-finned pilot 
whale 

Year-round In general, long-finned pilot whales have been observed in the 
offshore waters of Labrador from May to July (Abend and Smith 
1999), though some may be year-round residents of NL waters.  
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Table 6.2 Timing of Presence of Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles with Potential to 
Occur in Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

Common Name Timing of Presence Summary of Presence 

Narwhal Unknown While the overall presence of narwhal in the Labrador Shelf SEA 
Update Area is unknown, some individuals from the Hudson Bay 
population overwinter on the Hopedale Saddle (DFO 2017b). 

Northern bottlenose 
whale 

Year-round Movements of the Davis Strait-Baffin Bay-Labrador Sea 
population have not been studied, but this species may occur in 
the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area year-round. 

Risso’s dolphin Seasonal Risso’s dolphin are rare visitors to the Labrador Shelf SEA 
Update Area and are only present in NL waters in summer 
months when water temperatures are greater than 10°C. 

Short-beaked 
common dolphin 

Seasonal Short-beaked common dolphins migrate to the continental shelf 
off NL and have the potential to occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA 
Update Area from summer through fall. 

Sowerby’s beaked 
whale 

Unknown Sowerby’s beaked whale are a rare visitor to the Labrador Shelf 
SEA Update Area. 

Sperm whale Year-round Sperm whales may occur year-round in the Labrador Shelf SEA 
Update Area in deep waters off the continental shelf (Jaquet and 
Whitehead 1996).  

White-beaked dolphin Year-round White-beaked dolphins follow a seasonal migration pattern with 
most individuals moving south and farther offshore during the 
winter months and returning north and nearshore during the 
summer; however, some individuals remain year-round in the 
Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. 

Sea Turtles 

Leatherback sea 
turtle 

Seasonal In general, leatherbacks occur in NL waters seasonally, with a 
peak occurrence from late May to September (Atlantic 
Leatherback Turtle Recovery Team 2006).  

Loggerhead sea turtle Seasonal Loggerheads are a migratory species with potential to occur in 
NL waters from spring through fall. 

Pinnipeds 

Atlantic walrus Unknown Atlantic walrus is rare south of Hebron-Okak Bay (Mercer 1967; 
Born et al. 1995).  

Bearded Seal Year-round Seasonal movements of bearded seals is unknown in Labrador, 
but they are likely present in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 
Area throughout the year. Bearded seals pup in early spring in 
the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (DFO 2021a). 

Grey seal Seasonal Grey seals are present along the coast in the Labrador Shelf 
SEA Update Area in the summer and fall.  

Harbour seal Year-round Harbour seals remain in the nearshore year-round and are likely 
to occur year-round in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area.  

Harp seal Year-round Highest concentrations in winter. Some individuals may remain 
in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area year-round, though the 
majority of the population migrates north to summer feeding 
grounds in Hudson Bay, Baffin Island, and northwestern 
Greenland (DFO 2000). A large portion of the Northwest Atlantic 
population whelps in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area in late 
winter/early spring (DFO 2021a). 
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Table 6.2 Timing of Presence of Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles with Potential to 
Occur in Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

Common Name Timing of Presence Summary of Presence 

Hooded seal Seasonal Present in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area in winter and 
spring. Highest concentrations in winter from December through 
March. Hooded seals whelp off Labrador in mid to late March 
(DFO 2018).  

Ringed seal Year-round Present in the Labrador Shelf Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 
year-round. Ringed seals pup in early spring in the Labrador 
Shelf SEA Update Area (DFO 2021a). 

Other Marine Mammals 

Polar bear Year-round Polar bears may occur along the entire Labrador coast, though 
they are usually found in the more northerly regions during winter 
and spring on pack ice.  

There are several marine special areas in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area with relevance to marine 

mammals. These include EBSAs, marine refuges, and one Marine Protected Area (MPA). These are 

summarized below and are described in greater detail in the Special Areas section of this SEA (see 

Chapter 8). 

EBSAs in the NL Shelves Bioregion that fall within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area and have 

importance to marine mammals are shown in Table 6.3. 

Table 6.3 EBSAs in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area with Relevance to Marine 
Mammals 

Name Relevance / Importance to Marine Mammals or Sea Turtles 

Outer Shelf Saglek Bank Feeding and migration area for several marine mammal species (whales and 
pinnipeds) 

Outer Shelf Nain Bank Juvenile and female hooded seal aggregation area 

Hopedale Saddle Unique Eastern Hudson Bay Beluga population overwintering area  

Labrador Marginal Trough Potential migratory corridor and feeding areas for several marine mammal species 

Area of highest probability of use for harp seal whelp, and harp seal summer 
feeding area 

Lake Melville High densities of breeding ringed seals 

Source: DFO 2013a 

DFO has established three new marine refuges which overlap with the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

(Figure 8-1 in Section 8.1). These include the Hatton Basin Conservation Area, Hopedale Saddle 

Closure, and Hawke Channel Closure. The Hatton Basin Conservation Area is the only known 

overwintering area for the northern Hudson Bay population of narwhal and the area also supports 

important habitat for other marine mammals including seals (DFO 2017d). The Hopedale Saddle Closure 

overlaps 46% of the Outer Nain Shelf Bank EBSA (see Table 6.3) and supports an important 

overwintering area for the endangered Eastern Hudson Bay population of beluga whale (DFO 2017b).  
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The Gilbert Bay Marine Protected Area is located on the southeast coast of Labrador and is frequented 

by several species of marine mammals including minke whales, harbour porpoise, killer whales, and harp 

seals (DFO 2013b). 

6.9 POTENTIAL EFFECTS - MARINE MAMMALS AND SEA TURTLES 

As outlined in Sections 6.2 to 6.7, there are a number of marine mammal species that occupy or have the 

potential to be present within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area during certain times of the year. This 

includes whales, sea turtles, seals, and polar bears along the coast and on pack ice when it is present.  

The following sections provide a high-level description of potential effects on marine mammals and sea 

turtles related to potential offshore oil and gas exploration and production activities that may occur in 

offshore waters of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. This includes interactions and effects associated 

with seismic and other geophysical exploration surveys, exploration and production drilling, and 

production activities. Effects of potential accidents or malfunctions on marine mammals and sea turtles 

are discussed separately in Accidental Events (Chapter 12). Pathways are identified for interactions with 

routine activities, and a general overview of known effects available through both existing scientific 

literature, public engagement sessions, and IK, where applicable, are summarized. This discussion of 

effects is meant to supplement that completed in the original SEA Report, providing new information that 

may have become available since that time. While potential effects are presented and summarized, a 

detailed assessment to determine significance of effects has not been conducted. Detailed effects 

assessments and predictions of significance will be conducted during potential future project-specific EAs, 

when project-specific information such as components and location is available to help further guide the 

assessment.  

6.9.1 Potential Pathways 

Potential interactions between marine mammals and sea turtles and potential oil and gas activities, 

including seismic and geophysical surveys, exploration and production drilling, and production activities, 

are related to the following identified pathways: 

• The potential for injury or mortality to marine mammals and sea turtles due to exposure of underwater 

sound associated with oil and gas activities, such as drilling or geophysical surveys 

• Changes in behaviour of marine mammals and/or sea turtles from exposure to underwater sound, 

which could change distribution and abundance, disrupt communications between individuals, or 

interfere with life stages such as breeding times or migration patterns. 

• Potential for injury or mortality of marine mammals and sea turtles from collisions with vessels or 

offshore installations related to oil and gas activities. 

• Potential changes to the availability and distribution of prey species for marine mammals, and habitat 

quality from the presence of oil and gas activities and infrastructure 
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• Potential changes to prey quality (through displacement or changes in the food web) or toxicology 

risks (through tainting prey with petrochemical products or dispersants entering the food chain). 

• Possible attraction of marine mammal and sea turtle species to oil and gas infrastructure, and the 

increased potential for interaction 

• Potential for injury and mortality if ships, especially those with ice-breaking capabilities, traverse the 

pupping, nursing and moulting habitats of ice-associated seals 

Note that seasonal aspects will also influence how many and what species of marine mammals and sea 

turtles are affected by the pathways listed above. 

6.9.2 Overview of Effects 

Table 6.4 provides a summary of known environmental interactions and effects on marine mammals and 

sea turtles from oil and gas activities that have been documented through scientific literature, and IK and 

stakeholder engagement where possible. A shown in Table 6.4, interactions between and effects on 

marine mammals and sea turtles from oil and gas activities can vary widely and are dependent on various 

factors. This includes the actual project itself and its characteristics. Certain types of projects will 

inherently pose a higher potential for interactions and effects on marine mammal and sea turtle species, 

due to the nature of the project itself.  

Temporal scope is one factor that can influence the potential for interactions and subsequent effects. 

Projects such as production facilities, typically have a long-life span (e.g., 10 to 30 years). This includes 

permanent infrastructure in the marine environment, and support services from vessels and aircraft on a 

regular basis during the operating life of the project. In contrast, exploration drilling programs can have 

lifespans on average of nine years (i.e., the ownership period of an exploration licence), but infrastructure 

will only be in place while drilling activity is occurring. The time it takes to drill a well (approximately 60 to 

90 days) is a smaller temporal scope than that of a production platform, and so there is reduced potential 

for interaction due to the shorter amount of time that project infrastructure is present in the marine 

environment. The temporal scope can be shorter for a seismic survey program, sometimes lasting only 

weeks to complete a survey. However, in this region, exploratory or 4D seismic surveys can last multiple 

months, with underwater noise fields potentially overlapping with concurrent surveys in the region. 
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Table 6.4 Summary of Potential Environmental Effects from Routine Activities on Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles, 
including Species at Risk 

Components / 
Activities 

Potential Environmental 
Interactions 

Summary of Known and Potential Environmental Effects based on available Literature and IK 

Geophysical Surveys 

Sound source 
arrays 

• Injury or mortality 

• Disturbance or 
avoidance of an area 

• Behavioural changes 

• NunatuKavut Community Council expressed concern about the effects of seismic surveys on marine 
mammals and sea turtles (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019). 

• The recent deaths (within the last 10 years) of many seals are believed to be caused by seismic 
surveys in Labrador, and future seismic surveys are anticipated by IK holders to be extremely harmful 
to marine life (NunatuKavut Community Council 2019). 

• A single VSP pulse is expected to generate a source level of approximately 220 to 245 dB re 1 μPa at 
1 m, at 5 to 300 Hz (Lee et al. 2011). Sound sources used during wellsite survey operations (2D) may 
produce peak-to-peak source SPLs of 242 to 253 dB re 1 µPa at 1 m (Thompson et al. 2013). Refer to 
Section 3.5.1 of this SEA Update for a discussion of underwater noise that may be generated from 
potential oil and gas activities. 

• DFO (2004) indicated that there were no documented cases of mortality of marine mammals or sea 
turtles associated with exposure of species to underwater sound from geophysical surveys related to oil 
and gas activity at the time of the report. Although it was noted that long-term effects on these species 
can go undetected during the standard length of time that monitoring programs are implemented 
offshore. 

• Nowacek et al. (2013) concluded that scientific data indicate that air guns have a low probability of 
directly harming marine life, except at close range. 

• The levels of underwater noise generated by sound source arrays during 2D and 3D seismic surveys 
typically exceed the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s (NOAA n.d.) threshold for 
behavioural change (160 dB root mean square sound pressure level (SPLrms) for impulsive sounds and 
120 dB SPLrms for continuous sources). 

• SAR are of particular concern, along with species that have small populations. Underwater sound 
during breeding periods for these species may disrupt reproduction and inhibit the recovery of the 
population for at least a generation (Beauchamp et al. 2009). 

• Changes in marine mammal behaviour can result from underwater noise generated during 2D and 3D 
seismic surveys. The level of response to underwater noise depends on the intensity and duration of 
the noise, distance from the sound source, and the species in question, as marine mammals have 
different hearing ranges and responses to underwater noise (Richardson et al. 1995; Southall et al. 
2007; Ellison et al. 2016; Southall et al. 2019). It is assumed that threshold levels for sea turtles to 
experience behavioural physical responses to underwater sound are within thresholds of marine 
mammals (LGL Limited 2014). 
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Table 6.4 Summary of Potential Environmental Effects from Routine Activities on Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles, 
including Species at Risk 

Components / 
Activities 

Potential Environmental 
Interactions 

Summary of Known and Potential Environmental Effects based on available Literature and IK 

• Marine mammal species can exhibit a number of behavioural responses to underwater sound, including 
changes in vocalizations (Risch et al. 2012); changes in respiration, swim speed, diving, and foraging 
behaviour (Stone and Tasker 2006); displacement and avoidance (Castellote et al. 2012); 
communication masking (Dyndo et al. 2015, Veirs et al. 2016); and shift in migration patterns (Romano 
et al. 2004). 

• Behavioural responses in cetaceans are best explained by the interaction between the type of sound 
(e.g., continuous, sonar, or seismic or explosion) and an individual’s hearing capabilities (e.g., low-, 
mid- and high-frequency hearing sensitivity); more severe behavioural responses do not always 
correlate with higher received sound levels and vice versa (Gomez et al. 2016). 

• Differing responses to the same types of sound exposure can be expected. In their review of more than 
200 studies, Gomez et al. (2016) found that toothed cetaceans, a mid-frequency hearing group, had 
relatively less severe behavioural responses when exposed to continuous sounds (vessels) compared 
with baleen whales (a low-frequency hearing group). 

• Southall et al. (2007) reported that pinnipeds (primarily ringed seals) exposed to multiple pulses with 
received SPLs >190 dBrms re 1 μPa are likely to elicit a behavioural response. 

• In contrast some species (e.g., minke whales) have been observed in close proximity (<100 m) to 
operating seismic arrays (Boertmann and Mosbech 2012). 

• Odontocetes also exhibit varying responses to seismic sound, with some showing no evidence of 
displacement (Lee et al. 2005; Moulton and Holst 2010) and others showing some level of avoidance 
(Stone and Tasker 2006; Weir 2008). 

• Finneran et al. (2015) looked at the effects of multiple pulses from a seismic air source array on 
bottlenose dolphin, to determine potential effects on hearing and behaviour. At the highest exposure 
conditions, multiple dolphins exhibited behavioural reactions, indicating that they were able to anticipate 
and react to the sound source. 

• Other studies indicate that brief exposures to sound pulses from a single geophysical survey are not 
likely to result in prolonged behavioural disturbance of some mysticetes (LGL 2014). 

• Harbour porpoises have demonstrated short-term avoidance responses and decreases in densities at 
10 km from commercial 2D seismic surveys in the North Sea (Thompson et al. 2013). Most of these 
individuals returned to the area within a few hours after the geophysical activity had stopped, showing 
only temporary avoidance.  

• A study was undertaken off the coast of Alaska by Blackwell et al. (2015) to observe effects on 
bowhead whales and seismic surveys. Calling rates increased as soon as air source array pulses were 
detected, and levelled off after the increase at a cumulative sound effects level of 94 dB re 1 μPa²-s. 
Once the cumulative effects sound level exceeded 127 dB re 1 μPa²-s, whale calling rates began 
decreasing, and when values rose above 160 dB re 1 μPa²-s, whale calls were non-detectable. 
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Table 6.4 Summary of Potential Environmental Effects from Routine Activities on Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles, 
including Species at Risk 

Components / 
Activities 

Potential Environmental 
Interactions 

Summary of Known and Potential Environmental Effects based on available Literature and IK 

• Numerous studies have documented a change in vocalizations of marine mammals due to noise 
exposure, ranging from an increase or decrease in vocalization rate or duration, an increase in the 
intensity or shift in the frequency of vocalizations, caseation of vocalizations, an increase in the 
redundancy of vocalizations, and vocalization matching (summarized in Gomez et al. 2016).  

• McCauley et al. (2002) noted that geophysical surveys can result in short-term behavioural effects in 
sea turtles, including change in hearing sensitivity, and increased and erratic swimming behaviour. 

• DeRuiter and Doukara (2012) reported avoidance responses in the form of diving behaviour by 
loggerhead sea turtles at distance sup to 839 m from active geophysical sources. They also noted that 
this behaviour was reduced as distance from the source increased. 

• Lawson et al. 2017 observed marked differences in cetacean distribution between an aerial survey that 
was conducted on the Labrador Shelf during a concurrent seismic survey and a survey conducted in 
the absence of seismic activities, suggesting that cetaceans were displaced by this seismic noise. 

• Seismic exploration may increase risks of ice entrapments by delaying migration timing and avoidance 
of areas affected by seismic noise (Heide-Jørgensen et al. 2013). 

Support vessel / 
tanker movement 

• Injury or mortality from 
vessel collisions 

• Behavioural effects 
from underwater sound 

• Interference with 
communication 
between species 
individuals  

• Vessel traffic (including tankers) and associated low frequency noise can be a source of chronic stress 
for marine mammal populations (Rolland et al. 2012). 

• Vessel-based underwater sound typically decreases with speed, as the lower the speed, the lower the 
propeller cavitation noise (Fischer and Brown 2005). Therefore, vessels that operate at slower speeds, 
or that slow down during certain times, will likely contribute smaller overall increases in underwater 
sound during transit. Reducing speed by 10% would reduce the sound energy from ships by 40% and 
the risk of vessel strikes by 50% (Leaper et al. 2019). 

• Underwater sound levels produced by the transit of support vessels / tankers for oil and gas activities 
are not expected to exceed threshold levels associated injury or mortality to either marine mammals or 
sea turtles. 

• See above (sound source arrays) for effects of underwater sound on marine mammals and turtles. 

• Vessel strikes can be lethal upon impact or lead to serious injury lasting weeks after the incident. 
Injuries include open wounds and bone fractures that can impair movement and increase energy 
required for body maintenance, which could reduce individual fitness (Schoeman et al. 2020). Vessel 
speed and the risk of collision varies among species (Schoeman et al. 2020). 

• Multiple studies (Laist et al. 2001; Jensen and Silber 2004; Vanderlaan and Taggart 2007), indicate that 
mysticetes are known to be more vulnerable to vessel strikes than odontocetes and pinnipeds. 

• Laist et al. (2001); Jensen and Silber (2004); Panigada et al. (2006); and Douglas et al. (2008) noted 
that fin whales were among the species most struck by vessels, followed by humpback and right 
whales. 
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Table 6.4 Summary of Potential Environmental Effects from Routine Activities on Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles, 
including Species at Risk 

Components / 
Activities 

Potential Environmental 
Interactions 

Summary of Known and Potential Environmental Effects based on available Literature and IK 

• There is evidence showing that strikes may be more likely in areas where large numbers of whales 
congregate to feed (Panigada et al. 2006) 

• Decreasing vessel speed has been shown to reduce the number of marine mammal deaths and severe 
injuries due to vessel strikes (Vanderlaan et al. 2008, 2009; van der Hoop et al. 2015). 

• NOAA Fisheries reported that, on average, about 41 large whale mortalities per year during 2011-2015 
had insufficient information to determine cause of death (Henry et al. 2017). 

• Ship strikes were found to represent the ultimate cause of death for 21 (52.5%) of the 40 North Atlantic 
right whales necropsied between 1970 and December 2006 (Campbell-Malone et al. 2008). 

• As of June 2018, there were 12 recorded death of right whales in Canada. Six of the 12 whales showed 
evidence of blunt force trauma related to vessel strikes (Daoust et al. 2017). 

• Risks of ice breaks are increased when transiting through seal pupping and nursing areas (Wilson et al. 
2017). 

Exploration and Production Activity 

Presence and 
operation drilling 
and production 
platforms, and 
associated 
infrastructure 

• Injury or mortality from 
underwater sound 

• Avoidance or attraction 
to MODU 

• See above (sound source arrays) for effects of underwater sound on marine mammals and sea turtles. 

• It is unlikely that marine mammals would experience hearing impairment from exposure to sound from 
a drilling or production platform. 

• Bowhead whales responded to drillship sounds within 4 to 8 km of a drillship when received levels were 
20 dB above ambient or about 118 dB re 1 µPa (Greene 1985, 1987; Richardson et al. 1995, 1990). 

• Dolphins and other toothed whales show considerable tolerance of drill rigs and their support vessels, 
particularly when there are not negative consequences from close approach to the activities 
(Richardson et al. 1995). 

• There are no available systematic data on sea turtle responses to sound from drilling installations and 
production platforms. Sea turtles appear to be most sensitive to low-frequency sounds, such as those 
produced by an operating drill rig (Ketten and Bartol 2005). 

• Noise is anticipated to effect marine mammals in the vicinity of future activities (NunatuKavut 
Community Council 2019) 

Movement of 
support vessels, 
tankers, and 
aircraft 

• Changes in behaviour 

• Injury or mortality 

• See above for effects summary on support vessel / tanker movement  

• Marine mammals can have behavioural reactions to sound associated with aircraft, and will be 
dependent on the species and their state of activity during exposure (Würsig et al. 1998, Luksenburg 
and Parsons 2009). 

• Luksenburg and Parsons (2009) noted that species at a resting state are more sensitive to disturbance.  

• Common behavioural effects from cetacean species to overhead aircraft include shorter surfacing 
periods, diving to lower depths, and changes in breaching patterns (Luksenburg and Parsons 2009). 
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Table 6.4 Summary of Potential Environmental Effects from Routine Activities on Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles, 
including Species at Risk 

Components / 
Activities 

Potential Environmental 
Interactions 

Summary of Known and Potential Environmental Effects based on available Literature and IK 

• Low flying aircrafts and helicopters have led to mass abandonments of haul outs by seals and walrus 
(DFO 2021a). 

Routine 
discharges, 
including drill 
cuttings 

• Attraction or avoidance 
of certain areas 
associated with 
discharges 

• Injury or mortality of 
species 

• Behavioural effects 

• Effects on food 
sources 

• A source of potential interaction between discharges from oil and gas activities and marine mammals 
and sea turtles is from discharges of drill muds and cuttings associated with drilling activities (Neff et al. 
1980, cited in Hinwood et al. 1994). 

• Treated marine discharges will likely result in temporary and localized reduction of water and sediment 
quality. However, drill muds and cuttings are unlikely to introduce heavy metals in concentrations that 
are harmful to marine mammals (Neff et al. 1980, cited in Hinwood et al. 1994). 

• See Section 5.7 for effects on fish and fish species that may be prey for marine mammals and sea 
turtles. 

Well flow testing 
and flaring 

• N/A • N/A 

Well 
abandonment 

 • The potential use of explosive as part of removing wellhead infrastructure can cause injury or mortality 
to marine mammal and sea turtle species that may be within the vicinity of the wellhead (AMEC 2014). 
It has also been known to illicit behavioural effects as well (Morton and Symonds 2002). 

Atmospheric 
emissions • N/A • N/A 
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The nature of the project activity and components will also have an influence on the potential for 

interaction with marine mammals and sea turtles. For example, while geophysical surveys, such as 

seismic survey programs, typically have much shorter temporal scopes than drilling or production 

projects, the use of a seismic source array is the main component of the project, and has a higher 

potential for interaction than aspects of other activities, such as routine discharges or drill cuttings from 

exploration and production projects. Seismic surveys and the use of sound source arrays are also more 

widely distributed as the vessel moves through planned transects, as opposed to sound generated by a 

VSP survey as part of exploration or delineation drilling which is localized to borehole. These factors will 

influence the potential interactions with marine mammals and sea turtles, and will be assessed in further 

detail as part of project-specific EAs for proposed activities within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area.  

6.9.3 Mitigation Measures for Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles 

The potential interactions and noted effects that were provided in Table 6.4 have the potential to be 

reduced or avoided through the application of industry-standard and/or species-specific mitigation 

measures for marine mammals and sea turtles. Table 6.5 provides a list of these mitigation measures, 

which are based on regulatory requirements and standard practice, as well as their applicability to 

different phases of offshore oil and gas activity that could occur within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 

Area. These mitigation measures build off those already highlighted in the original SEA Report, and are 

designed to reduce the potential for interaction and resulting environmental effects from potential future 

offshore oil and gas activities on marine mammals and sea turtles. Standard monitoring and follow-up 

commitments and emergent mitigation measures are also considered in this section, following the table. 

Table 6.5 Summary of Standard Environmental Mitigation Measures for Marine 
Mammals and Sea Turtles, Including Species at Risk  

Mitigation 

Applicability 

Geophysical 
and VSP 
Surveys 

Exploration 
and 

Production 
Drilling 

Oil and 
Gas 

Production 

Where technically and economically feasible1, avoid known SAR 
and/or sensitive species and areas and/or times in planning and 
conduct of oil and gas activities. This includes periods of time that 
could be used for migration or other important activities. Mitigation 
measures may include potential buffer zones and/or temporal 
avoidance for marine mammal and sea turtle species. 

● ● ● 

Implement mitigation measures required by the Geophysical, 
Geological, Environmental, and Geotechnical Program Guidelines 
(C-NLOPB 2019) and the Statement of Canadian Practice with 
Respect to the Mitigation of Seismic Sound in the Marine 
Environment (SOCP) (DFO 2007), including the following: 

• Reduce air gun source levels in the design and 
implementation of offshore geophysical surveys to the 
minimum level practical for the survey, including the amount 
and frequency of energy used and its likely horizontal 
propagation. 

 

●   
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Table 6.5 Summary of Standard Environmental Mitigation Measures for Marine 
Mammals and Sea Turtles, Including Species at Risk  

Mitigation 

Applicability 

Geophysical 
and VSP 
Surveys 

Exploration 
and 

Production 
Drilling 

Oil and 
Gas 

Production 

• Use a gradual “ramp-up” procedure over a minimum 20-minute 
period to allow mobile marine animals to move away from the 
area if they are disturbed by the underwater sound levels 
associated with a seismic survey. 

• Establish a safety zone around a seismic source array 
(approximately 500 m) that is monitored by qualified marine 
mammal observers (MMOs) or through PAM, in the event of 
low visibility conditions. 

• Shut down the geophysical source array if a marine mammal 
or sea turtle listed under SARA Schedule 1 is observed in the 
area. 

DFO’s SOCP is included within the C-NLOPB’s Geophysical, 
Geological, Environmental, and Geotechnical Program Guidelines; 
these Guidelines represent minimum requirements.  

Reduce project-related vessel and aircraft traffic (including tankers) 
to the extent technically and economically feasible1 and use 
existing and common travel routes where possible. 

● ● ● 

Reduce project-related vessel (including tankers) transiting speeds 
where technically and economically feasible1, particularly when a 
marine mammal or sea turtle is in proximity to the transiting vessel, 
except if not feasible for safety reasons. 

● ● ● 

Promptly report any project-related vessel collisions (including 
tankers) with marine mammals to DFO. 

● ● ● 

Avoid low-level aircraft operations where technically and 
economically feasible1. 

 ● ● 

Reduce environmental discharges and emissions from planned 
operations and activities to the extent technically and economically 
feasible1 and comply with relevant regulations and standards. 

● ● ● 

Treat operational discharges (such as sewage, deck drainage, 
bilge / cooling water, wash fluids, produced water, other waste) 
prior to release in compliance with the OWTG and other applicable 
regulations and standards. 

● ● ● 

Install and use oil-water separators to treat contained deck 
drainage, with collected oil stored and disposed of in accordance 
with applicable regulatory requirements. 

 ● ● 

Water contaminated with hydrocarbons generated during flow 
testing can be atomized in the flare (using high efficiency burners) 
during well flow testing or shipped onshore for disposal. 

 ● ● 

Select and screen chemicals under the Offshore Chemical 
Selection Guidelines for Drilling and Production Activities on 
Frontier Lands (NEB et al. 2009).  

 ● ● 

Conduct appropriate handling, storage, transportation and onshore 
disposal of solid and hazardous wastes. 

● ● ● 
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Table 6.5 Summary of Standard Environmental Mitigation Measures for Marine 
Mammals and Sea Turtles, Including Species at Risk  

Mitigation 

Applicability 

Geophysical 
and VSP 
Surveys 

Exploration 
and 

Production 
Drilling 

Oil and 
Gas 

Production 

Select non-toxic drilling fluids, including the use of WBMs, where 
technically and economically feasible1.  

 ● ● 

Return SBM-associated drill cuttings to the drill rig for treatment, in 
accordance with relevant guidelines and requirements, prior to their 
below surface discharge to the marine environment. 

 ● ● 

Dispose of spent or excess SBMs (that are not re-used) onshore at 
an approved facility and in accordance with applicable regulatory 
requirements. 

 ● ● 

Use local vessels, rigs and equipment where technically and 
economically feasible1 and adhere to the IMO’s (2004) 
International Convention for the Control and Management of Ships’ 
Ballast Water and Sediments to reduce invasion risk by AIS, with 
ballast and de-ballasting activities conducted in compliance with 
the Ballast Water Control and Management Regulations under the 
Canada Shipping Act. 

● ● ● 

Regularly inspect ship hulls, drill rigs and equipment for AIS and 
conduct associated follow-up maintenance. 

● ● ● 

Use mechanical procedures during well completion and 
abandonment activities where technically and economically 
feasible1, and proactively design well structures to facilitate this. 

   

Should the use of explosives be required (such as for blasting 
during well abandonment), appropriate scheduling of these 
activities to avoid sensitive times, as well as setting of charges 
below the sediment surface, reducing the amount of explosives 
utilized the use of high velocity explosives and staggering of 
individual blasts. 

 ● ● 

Development and implementation of spill prevention and response 
plans and procedures. These plans and procedures should be 
developed in liaison with Indigenous groups, reviewed and 
approved by the C-NLOPB, implemented on an ongoing basis or 
as required, and updated regularly. 

● ● ● 

Development and implementation of other required plans and 
programs, including for physical environment monitoring; the 
suspension of operations in respect to adverse meteorological and 
oceanographic conditions; collision and hazard avoidance; ice 
management; well control; capping stack availability and 
deployment procedures; and environmental effects monitoring in 
the event of a spill. 

● ● ● 

Note: 
1  Technical and economic feasibility are determined by the Operator and reviewed by the C-NLOPB in consultation with expert 
departments, where and as applicable (e.g., DFO, ECCC, Transport Canada). 

  



LABRADOR SHELF OFFSHORE AREA STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT UPDATE 

Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles  

December 2021 

 6-57 

The list of mitigation measures presented in Table 6.5 provides a broad range of different industry 

standard mitigation measures that operators can implement as part of upfront planning for potential future 

oil and gas activities. These mitigation measures are reflective of those that have been applied in past 

project-specific EAs for oil and gas projects that have occurred in the Canada-NL Offshore Area. 

This list is meant to serve as an initial guideline of mitigation measures that can be implemented, and is 

not an exhaustive list. Mitigation measures are determined on a project-specific bases and are 

determined through regulatory review of the proposed project and its associated factors (e.g., location, 

components, timing). As such, project-specific mitigation measures may be required from operators for 

future oil and gas activities, based on the results of the project’s review. 

The Regional Assessment of Offshore Oil and Gas Exploratory Drilling East of Newfoundland and 

Labrador (Bangay et al. 2020) identified several standard monitoring and follow-up commitments / 

requirements that have been included in various project-specific EAs and/or EA approval conditions for 

offshore exploration drilling programs in the Canada-NL Offshore Area, including the following 

commitments/requirements that are of relevance to potential effects on marine mammals and sea turtles: 

• Underwater Noise: For the first well in each EL, the operator must develop and implement, in 

consultation with DFO and the C-NLOPB, a follow-up program that describes how underwater noise 

levels will be monitored through field measurement during the drilling program, and the provision of 

that information prior to the start of the drilling program. 

• Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles: The development and implementation of an operational 

monitoring program for marine mammals during VSP surveys, in consultation with applicable 

regulatory authorities. These typically include the following:  

− A trained marine mammal observer (MMO) will be onboard to record marine mammal and sea 

turtle sightings during VSP survey operations  

− Visual monitoring for the presence of marine mammals and sea turtles will occur within a pre-

determined exclusion zone during VSP operations where a seismic sound source array is used;  

− Observational / shutdown procedures will be implemented in accordance with the SOCP for 

marine mammals and sea turtles  

− Submission of a report of the observational program annually to the C-NLOPB and DFO, 

including documentation of marine mammal and sea turtle sightings 

The Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area is outside of the area assessed by the Regional Assessment, but it 

is possible that mitigations identified in the report could be recommended for future exploratory drilling in 

the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. As described in the Regional Assessment of Offshore Oil and Gas 

Exploratory Drilling East of Newfoundland and Labrador (Bangay et al. 2020), information on any required 

follow-up programs must be developed and submitted to the C-NLOPB prior to their implementation, 

including information on the methodology, location, frequency, timing and duration of monitoring 

associated with the follow-up program, as well as requirements for reporting on its results, including  any 

variation from EA effects predictions that would require the implementation of new or modified mitigation. 

The follow-up program is also updated as required in consultation with relevant authorities. In addition, 

within 90 days of the end of each calendar year of a multi-year drilling program, the operator must submit 

to the C-NLOPB and the IAAC a report outlining its activities to comply with the EA approval, any 
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consultations undertaken and an indication of how concerns were addressed, and the results of the 

follow-up and any additional mitigation requirements. 

• As noted in Table 6.5, the guidelines in DFO’s SOCP are included within the Geophysical, 

Geological, Environmental, and Geotechnical Program Guidelines (C-NLOPB 2019) and represent 

minimum requirements.  

CSAS has conducted a scientific review of the measures in the SOCP, including a peer review meeting to 

generate scientific advice held in May 2019, and a science advisory report on this topic published in 

February 2020 (DFO 2020g)1. The scientific advice contained in the science advisory report (DFO 2020g) 

will inform a potential update to the SOCP by DFO, along with other information sources. 

6.9.4 Environmental Planning Considerations for Marine Mammals and Sea 

Turtles 

6.9.4.1 Marine Mammal and Sea Turtle Species at Risk and Species of Conservation 

Concern 

As mentioned in Sections 6.4, 6.5, and 6.7, there are a number of SAR and SOCC that have the potential 

to occur within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area during certain times of the year. These include 

species that are listed under Schedule 1 of SARA and have been provided legal protection under the 

Government of Canada. To date, critical habitat for these species has either not been identified or does 

not occur within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. 

Operators should be aware of these species during project planning and when incorporating mitigation 

measures into project planning, to reduce potential for interactions with these species. 

6.9.4.2 Important Areas and Timing for Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles 

As mentioned in Section 6.8, there are a number of areas that have been identified as special or sensitive 

for marine mammals due to their ecological characteristics and the functions they provide to marine 

mammals species during specific life stages. These areas include EBSAs (Outer Shelf Saglek Bank, 

Outer Shelf Nain Bank, Hopedale Saddle, Labrador Marginal Trough, and Lake Melville), Marine Refuge 

Areas (the Hatton Basin Conservation Area, Hopedale Saddle Closure, and Hawke Channel Closure), 

and the Gilbert Bay Marine Protected Area (MPA). These areas serve as a refuge for marine mammal 

species, and important places for foraging and other activities. Operators should be aware of these 

special areas during project planning and should implement mitigation measures to help reduce 

interactions with these areas (see Section 8.2.3). 

Location and timing of presence for these species, including SAR and SOCC, is also important. Marine 

mammal and sea turtle species have the potential to be present within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 

Area both year-round and at certain times of the year. Generally, the highest abundance of marine 

mammals and sea turtles within the waters of Labrador is in the summer, when the water temperatures 

are warmer and marine mammals migrate north to feed and reproduce. Seals are most abundant in the 

 
1 The full science advisopry report can be viewed here: https://waves-vagues.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/Library/40875751.pdf 
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winter and typically occupy these waters year-round. Seal pupping, nursing, and moulting occur in the 

late winter and early spring for the ice-associated seals. Ice coverage and timing are being impacted by 

climate change in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. For example, surveys and IK have provided 

evidence that changes in sea ice cover has affected the range and seasonal occupancy of a number of 

cetacean species. Such changes in species’ distributions could change the possible exposure to 

anthropogenic stressors and resultant impacts (DFO 2021a).  

The presence of these species, including their locations and times, should be considered by operators 

during project planning and implementation of potential future oil and gas projects that could occur within 

the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. The implementation of general and project-specific mitigation 

measures related to marine mammals and sea turtles should help avoid or reduce the potential for 

interactions with and effects on these species during projects. 

6.10 DATA GAPS FOR MARINE MAMMALS AND SEA TURTLES 

Basic life history including biological and ecological information is well known for a limited number of 

marine mammals and sea turtles. There is limited understanding of migration routes, breeding, calving 

and feeding areas. While detailed information may be available for certain parts of a marine mammals’ or 

sea turtles’ range, it is limited for the time spent in Labrador waters, and there is little information on 

sensitive habitats for these species in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area (DFO 2021c). 

The basic life history gaps lead to uncertainties in abundance estimates and trends. These result in 

uncertainties associated with understanding regional and global marine mammal distributions. The main 

reason for data constraints associated with marine mammals and sea turtles may be attributable, in part, 

to the wide and varied geographical distribution and migration patterns they exhibit. 

Data on whale reproduction have been derived primarily from harvesting during commercial whaling 

operations and may be dated. There are limited data with respect to blue whale distributions in the North 

Atlantic (COSEWIC 2002a). Strip strikes may also play an important role in the mortality rates of blue 

whales, but data are limited on direct evidence of ship strike mortalities (COSEWIC 2002a). The impacts 

of climate change and other broad-scale changes in prey assemblages are poorly understood but are 

recognized as having the potential to have implications on blue whales (COSEWIC 2002a).  

The largest data constraint associated with fin whales in the North Atlantic is the uncertainty associated 

with stock structure (NAMMCO 2006). There are limited data available on the distribution and migration of 

fin whales in Newfoundland waters (Hay 1982). There are limited data available on ship strike mortality 

for fin whales; it is believed that strip strikes are underreported because dead whales will sink when out at 

sea (COSEWIC 2005). Fin whales often occupy shelf-break locations that frequently coincide with 

shipping lanes, which concentrate large vessel traffic. In a review of 292 records of ship strikes, Jensen 

and Silber (2004) reported that fin whales were the most commonly struck species.  

The wintering grounds of the sei whale are not known, and there are limited mortality data available for 

sei whales. 
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World population estimates for leatherback sea turtles are based on nesting beach surveys, and as such, 

may be subject to a high degree of variability (Atlantic Leatherback Turtle Recovery Team 2006). General 

baseline data regarding the abundance and distribution of leatherbacks in Canadian waters are lacking 

and biased towards areas where fishing activity occurs (Atlantic Leatherback Turtle Recovery Team 

2006). Threats to leatherbacks in nesting and feeding habitats are not well understood. Details on 

leatherback migrations are limited. Little is known about the habitat requirements for post-hatchlings and 

juveniles, and while knowledge on the habitat requirements of adult leatherbacks is increasing, the lack of 

identification of critical habitat is a data constraint (Atlantic Leatherback Turtle Recovery Team 2006).  

With the exception of harp and grey seals, population trends and ecology are poorly known for pinnipeds. 

There is considerable uncertainty surrounding hooded seal abundance (Hammill and Stenson 2006), as 

well as considerable uncertainty associated with the catch data. There are no estimates of the population 

size of ringed seals in Labrador, and there is no active research on abundance (COSEWIC 2019b). The 

structure of the ringed seal population in Labrador is not well known (COSEWIC 2019b).  

The evolving issue of climate change (Section 4.7) and its implications for marine mammals is a data 

constraint. Much of the research is focused on the western Arctic and thus information on the Labrador 

Shelf SEA Update Area is limited. The effect(s) on seals and polar bears, who are dependent on sea ice, 

is not fully known, although some studies have been conducted (DFO 2021c). Climate change may result 

in reduced availability or thickness of suitable ice in the areas traditionally used by harp seals to give birth 

and nurse their pups. 

While there are data gaps / constraints, their relation to offshore oil and gas is dependent on the nature 

and timing of the particular activity. Project specific EAs should confirm that data constraints are still 

relevant and have not been addressed or if new data constraints have been identified. 
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