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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

A strategic environmental assessment (SEA) is a planning tool used by decision-makers to identify the 

potential issues and opportunities when considering a plan, program or policy proposal. It is different from 

a project-specific environmental assessment (EA) because it does not assess a specific project and it 

does not result in the approval of any development. An SEA: 

• Identifies potential risks of offshore oil and gas activities to wildlife, plants, people, and places 

• Engages nearby communities   

• Helps define what is important to people that could be affected  

The Canada-Newfoundland and Labrador Offshore Petroleum Board (C-NLOPB) is responsible, on 

behalf of the Government of Canada and the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, for petroleum 

resource management in the Canada-Newfoundland and Labrador (NL) Offshore Area. The C-NLOPB’s 

role is to facilitate the exploration for and development of the hydrocarbon resources in the Canada-NL 

Offshore Area in a manner consistent with the C-NLOPB’s mandate including: 

• Health and safety of workers 

• Environmental protection 

• Effective management of land tenure 

• Maximum hydrocarbon recovery and value and 

• Canada / Newfoundland and Labrador benefits 

Worker health and safety and environmental protection will be paramount in all C-NLOPB decisions. 

Since 2002, the C-NLOPB has been conducting SEAs for portions of the Canada-NL Offshore Area in 

which exploration licences may be issued. In August 2008, the C-NLOPB published the SEA for the 

Labrador Shelf Offshore Area (the original SEA Report). This is an area along the coast of Labrador that 

may have the potential for offshore oil and gas activities. There are currently no active exploration or 

production licences within the area. The original SEA Report was conducted with the assistance of a 

multi-stakeholder Working Group, co-chaired by the C-NLOPB and the Nunatsiavut Government. The 

original SEA Report identified the existing environmental features and potential environmental 

interactions that future oil and gas operations may encounter within the Labrador Shelf Offshore Area. 

The C-NLOPB has decided to update the 2008 SEA Report in consideration of the elapsed time since it 

was originally published and its commitment in that document to review it to determine if an update is 

required.  

Update of the SEA (SEA Update) began in 2017, focusing on new information to describe the existing 

environment that has become available since the original SEA Report. The area that was considered in 

the SEA Update is shown in Figure 1-1. The eastern limits of the original SEA Area have been extended 

in the southern portion to the full extent of Canada’s continental shelf claim beyond 200 nautical miles 

from the territorial sea baselines, outside the limit of the 2008 SEA but now included in the SEA Update. 
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Figure 1-1 Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 
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The SEA Update provides an overview of the existing environment, discusses in broad terms the potential 

environmental effects associated with offshore oil and gas activities, incorporates publicly-available 

Indigenous Knowledge (IK), as well as IK collected as part of the SEA Update process, describes the 

current and historical occupational uses of Labrador’s Indigenous peoples, identifies knowledge and data 

gaps, highlights issues of concern, and makes recommendations for mitigation and planning. The content 

of the SEA Update is based on new and relevant information that has become available since the 

publication of the 2008 SEA Report.  

The SEA Update has been prepared by Aivek Stantec Limited Partnership (Aivek Stantec) in alliance with 

Stassinu Stantec Limited Partnership. A copy of the full draft SEA Update is available on the C-NLOPB 

website (www. cnlopb.nl.ca). This summary document has been developed to provide the main findings 

of the SEA Update and to assist readers in understanding the potential issues in exploration and 

production for oil and gas in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. References used in the preparation of 

the SEA Update are provided in the full SEA Update. 

1.1 OBJECTIVES AND PURPOSE OF THE LABRADOR SHELF OFFHORE 

AREA STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT UPDATE 

Information from this SEA Update will help the C-NLOPB in deciding if exploration rights should be 

offered within the Labrador Shelf Offshore Area and determining which potential restrictions or mitigation 

measures may be applied to potential future oil and gas activities. 

Any future offshore oil and gas activities proposed within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area would 

require individual review and approval by the C-NLOPB and possibly other government agencies under 

applicable regulatory processes. This SEA Update will provide an initial overview of the region’s existing 

environmental setting, and help define key environmental issues and potential interactions with oil and 

gas activities, which will assist the C-NLOPB in determining whether exploration rights should be offered 

in whole or in part within the Labrador Shelf Offshore SEA Area and may identify general restrictive or 

mitigative measures that should be considered for application to exploration activities.  

1.2 VALUED COMPONENTS  

Valued components (VCs) are components of the environment that have the potential to be significantly 

affected by a proposed project, program, plan, or policy. VCs may include both biophysical and socio-

economic parts of the environment that are valued by society and/or that can serve as indicators of 

environmental change. Consistent with the C-NLOPB Scoping Document, the following VCs are included 

in this SEA Update: 

• Fish and Fish Habitat (including species a risk [SAR]) 

• Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles (including SAR) 

• Marine Birds (including SAR) 

• Commercial, Recreational, and Indigenous Fisheries 

• Special / Sensitive Areas 

• Human Use 
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This SEA Update examines the potential environmental effects associated with offshore oil and gas 

activities for each of these VCs. Data gaps and suggested mitigations are provided where appropriate. 

1.3 ENGAGEMENT  

Community and Indigenous engagement is an integral component of the SEA Update. Community and 

Indigenous engagement has included the following key steps: 

• Development of an Engagement Plan approved by the Working Group  

• Communication through the C-NLOPB website, a Facebook™ page for the SEA Update, printed 

notices and local radio broadcasts to advertise public open houses, and providing printed cards at the 

open houses with a link to an online survey and social media links for the SEA Update 

• An online survey administered through SurveyMonkey™ in conjunction with the public open houses 

• Public open houses at Port Hope Simpson, Cartwright, Mary's Harbour, Nain, Hopedale, Postville, 

Makkovik, Happy Valley-Goose Bay and the Innu Nation Sheshatshiu community gathering at Gull 

Island. It was planned to hold an open house in Natuashish, but difficulties in logistics and scheduling 

prevented this session from happening. Stormy weather conditions prevented three separate 

attempts to hold a public open house in Rigolet 

• A community mapping exercise held at each public open house  

• Interviews with individuals from Indigenous groups, government, non-governmental organizations, 

regulatory agencies, fisheries groups and associations 

• Two virtual information sessions to present the results of the draft SEA Update after it was posted on 

the C-NLOPB website for public review 

The SEA Update engagement process collected a variety of information and perspectives related to 

potential future offshore oil and gas activity within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. The concerns 

and comments raised throughout the engagement process can be grouped into the following main 

themes: 

• The consultation and decision-making process 

• Local benefits  

• Environmental effects of oil and gas activities 

• IK 

• Fish harvesting  

• Sensitive or special coastal areas 

• Contents of the SEA, including the need to consider the effects of climate change on the physical, 

biological and human environment 

The information and input gathered throughout the engagement process informed and shaped the nature 

and focus of the SEA Update.  
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1.4 INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE 

IK related to historical, current, and potential future use of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, is 

integral to the future management of the offshore environment and is an important component of the SEA 

Update. The objectives of IK collection for the SEA Update have been to gather and document IK 

information related to: 

• Culturally important areas and resources within the coastal and marine environment 

• Current condition of ecosystems and species and how conditions have changed over time 

• Potential effects of oil and gas activities  

• Potential cumulative effects 

• Recommended mitigation measures  

As described in the C-NLOPB Scoping Document, the Labrador Shelf SEA Update was planned to 

include the collection, description and incorporation of IK from three Indigenous groups, represented by 

the Nunatsiavut Government, Innu Nation, and the NunatuKavut Community Council, into the assessment 

of VCs. Early in the process, the Nunatsiavut Government indicated they would collect IK within the 

communities of Nunatsiavut and would provide information to the Aivek Stantec team for incorporation 

into the SEA Update. The Innu Nation indicated they would not provide IK for the SEA Update. The Aivek 

Stantec Team developed an IK Plan that outlined a process for the collection and documentation of IK 

information from the NunatuKavut Community Council related to the SEA Update and prepared the 

resulting IK report, which was reviewed and validated by the NunatuKavut Community Council. While not 

publicly available, the NunatuKavut Community Council provided permission to incorporate the IK 

information from this report into the SEA Update in a manner such that the identity of participants was 

protected. Publicly-available literature containing IK information (including the original SEA) was also 

reviewed and incorporated into the relevant chapters of the SEA Update.  

Where IK is presented in the SEA Update, a lack of mapped data or observations should not be inferred 

to mean a lack of species presence or Indigenous use. 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.  

2.0 EXPLORATION AND PRODUCTION ACTIVITIES 

2.1 HISTORY OF OIL AND GAS ACTIVITIES IN LABRADOR SHELF SEA 

UPDATE AREA  

Past exploration activities in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area have included the collection of 

approximately 210,820 line km of two-dimensional (2D) seismic data from 1968 to 2015. Seismic 

programs in 2015 acquired approximately 9,354 km of 2D seismic and gravity data and programs 

undertaken in 2016 and 2017 acquired an additional 11,316 km of 2D seismic data in offshore Labrador. 

In 2019, seismic data were collected for one 3D polygon of 3,698 km² in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 

Area.  
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The first exploration drilling in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area occurred in the 1970s, and between 

1971 and 1985, 26 exploration wells and two delineation wells were drilled in shallow water on the 

Labrador Shelf. With the discovery of natural gas at a number of these exploration wells, five significant 

discovery licences were granted, representing 4.244 trillion cubic feet of natural gas reserves. 

There are currently no active exploration or production licences within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 

Area.  

2.2 EXPLORATION ACTIVITIES  

Exploration activities that may occur in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area include: 

• Seismic surveys - use of sound pressure to map rock layers and properties through the detection of 

differing reflections of sound passing through geological formations. These are typically undertaken 

from survey vessels  

• Geohazard surveys - use of low resolution seismic, video, and sonar to identify potential shallow 

drilling hazards, such as shallow gas or slope instability. Surveys are undertaken before drilling starts. 

• Seabed sampling / geotechnical testing - taking samples (cores) of the substrate prior to positioning a 

drilling rig over a potential exploration/delineation wellsite to ensure the substrate will pose no hazard 

to the drilling rig. 

• Drilling a well - this activity penetrates the substrate to an oil- or gas-containing formation. 

Seismic surveys and geological knowledge can provide information that a location may have the potential 

for hydrocarbon resources. Exploration and delineation wells are drilled to confirm the presence or define 

the extent of petroleum resources in specific locations. Drilling activities (both exploration and production) 

are undertaken by the offshore oil and gas industry to confirm the presence of petroleum hydrocarbons; 

delineate the resource, and increase the accessibility to the resource during production. Exploration and 

production drilling are subject to federal environmental requirements under the Impact Assessment Act.  

Typical drilling installations or mobile offshore drilling units (MODUs) have included the use of semi-

submersible rigs (Figure 2-1) and drill ships (Figure 2-2). Jack-up rigs have also been used occasionally 

for past projects in the Canada-NL Offshore Area. Selection of a MODU is based on the physical 

environment at the well site, well site water depth, expected drilling depth, and the mobility required 

based on weather and ice conditions at the well site. 

Offshore oil and gas activities require support vessels for transfer of personnel, bunkering, and materials 

handling. Depending on the service class of these vessels, icebreaking support may be required in winter. 

Helicopter flights are also a regular part of offshore oil and gas activities and are used for crew rotations 

and ferrying of some smaller pieces of equipment. 

Safety zones are required to be established around exploration drilling, as well as production activities; 

these are often small in size (i.e., no larger than 500 m from the outer edge of the physical footprint of an 

installation). Safety zones are communicated to mariners via Notice to Mariners and Navigational 

Warning. Along with safety zones, the Canada Shipping Act 2001 indicates that other vessels may have 

to give the right of way to offshore geophysical survey vessels. 
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Source: Seadrill (2017) 

Figure 2-1 West Hercules Semi-Submersible Rig 

 

 

Source: Stena Drilling (2017) 

Figure 2-2 Stena Carron - Drill Ship 
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2.3 PRODUCTION PLATFORMS AND FACILITIES  

Production platforms and other facilities will only occur within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area in the 

event that commercially viable oil and/or gas deposits are discovered, and all applicable permits and 

environmental approvals are in place. This would include EA requirements under the federal Impact 

Assessment Act. The production facilities that might be used would be dependent on technologies 

available at the time of development, regulations in place at the time of development, and the type, 

quantity, and location of the resource. The SEA Update provides general information with respect to 

potential platforms and facilities. 

Production platforms used on the Canada- NL Offshore Area include gravity-based structures (Hibernia 

and Hebron) and floating production, storage, and offloading (FPSO) vessels combined with subsea 

facilities in drill centres tied back to the FPSO via flowlines / umbilicals / risers (Terra Nova and the 

SeaRose FPSO). 

3.0 PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT  

The Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area spans the waters of the Labrador Shelf and includes waters that 

range from the shorelines at shallow depths, to water depths over 4,000 m in the southeast corner of the 

area. The physical environment within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area is summarized below.  

3.1 GEOLOGY  

The Labrador Shelf is approximately 150 km in width from shore and is characterized by depths of less 

than 70 m in areas near the shore. Deep saddles, which run in a northeast-southwest direction separate 

several shallow offshore banks with water depths less than 200 m. The banks extend to the edge of the 

shelf that rapidly drops off to depths greater than 3000 m. The area that extends past the 200 nautical 

mile limit is located in very deep water, ranging from 3,000 to 4,000 m in depth. The Labrador Shelf can 

be divided into four regions: coastal embayments; a rough inner shelf; a coast parallel depression 

referred to as the marginal trough; and a smooth, shallow outer shelf consisting of banks and intervening 

saddles.  

The seabed and near-seabed material of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area is a combination of 

bedrock, till and marine sediments. Earthquake hazard in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area is 

moderate, with the northern portion of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area having higher levels of 

seismic activity than the southern portions. 

3.2 MET-OCEAN CONDITIONS  

Air quality within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, and in surrounding areas, is anticipated to be 

good, with only occasional exposure to exhaust products from marine traffic and aircraft that may fly 

through the area.  
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Wind speeds and directions vary depending on location and season, ranging from a predominately west 

to west-northwest flow within the northernmost region to a predominately west-northwest to northwest 

flow within the southernmost region. In general, wind speeds are much lower in the summer than in 

winter.  

The majority of significant wave heights lie between 1.0 and 3.0 m. The annual 100-year extreme 

significant wave height ranges from 11.6 to 14.5 m, depending on the region. 

Air temperatures are coldest between January and March (mean monthly air temperature between -8.8°C 

and 0.7°C) and warmest in August (mean monthly air temperature between 5.9°C and 11.5°C) and sea 

surface temperatures are warmest in August (mean monthly temperature between 6.9°C and 12.0°C) and 

coldest in December (mean monthly temperature between 1.4°C and 5.8°C), depending on the region. 

Winter has the highest frequency of precipitation, and snow accounts for the majority of the observed 

precipitation. Spring has the lowest frequency of precipitation in the northernmost region, and summer 

has the lowest frequency of precipitation for southern regions.  

Fog and visibility data for the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area indicate that annually, 28.7% of the 

observations had reduced visibilities less than 10 km, with the summer months having the greatest 

percentage of time with visibility reduced below 1 km. 

3.3 OCEANOGRAPHY 

The maximum current speed on the Slope was 65.9 cm/s at a depth of 200 m, and the maximum speed 

on the banks ranged from 74 and 65.4 cm/s. In general, there are two southward streams of the Labrador 

Current: the inshore stream that flows along the Marginal Trough; and the offshore stream that flows 

along the Slope. Waters from the Slope are transported onto the Shelf through the northern sections of 

the Saddles. This cross shelf westerly transport contributes to the high velocities in the Labrador Marginal 

Trough. The mean flows on the banks usually have lower speeds and may be in any direction at a 

particular time.  

3.4 SEA ICE AND ICEBERGS 

Mean pack ice concentrations over the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area show a decrease in 

concentration of sea ice between the 1987 to 1996 period and the 1997 to 2006 period, then an increase 

in pack ice concentration from the 1997 to 2006 period to the 2007 to 2016 period. IK indicates a 

decrease in ice cover in recent years, which has been reported to result in unsafe travel conditions in 

some locations. Spring contains the least number of days with open water along the coast of Labrador. 

Most of the icebergs found in the east coast of Canada are calved from the glaciers of Greenland, with 

90% of these icebergs originating in western Greenland. The icebergs travel with the East and West 

Greenland currents, then across David Strait and Baffin Bay. Upon reaching the Continental Shelf off 

eastern Canada, their southerly transport is largely governed by the dominant Baffin and Labrador 

currents. Overall, there is a good distribution of iceberg sightings in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, 

ranging from 1,587 sightings in 2008 to 6,087 sightings in 2014. Icebergs were observed within the 
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Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area in every month of the year, with peak iceberg sightings occurring 

between May and July (over 4,500 sightings in each month). 

3.5 CLIMATE CHANGE 

Climate change has already been manifested through changes in ocean temperatures, ice, ocean 

chemistry, precipitation, and the intensity and frequency of storms throughout the region. Recent climate 

projections for the region indicate that even more pronounced changes to these variables are anticipated, 

and at an unprecedented speed. Changes to species’ ranges and habitat suitability are likely to follow 

climate change impacts to the physical environment. For example, key findings of the 2021 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Sixth Assessment Summary for Policy Makers include: 

• “It is unequivocal that human influence has warmed the atmosphere, ocean and land. Widespread 

and rapid changes in the atmosphere, ocean, cryosphere and biosphere have occurred.” 

• “Each of the last four decades has been successively warmer than any decade that preceded it since 

1850.” 

• The amount of ocean warming observed since 1971 will double or more by 2100, while stratification, 

acidification, deoxygenation and marine heatwave frequency will continue to increase. 

These global climate changes are not uniform. Coastal Labrador has observed increasing ocean and air 

temperatures throughout the year and increasing wave heights during the summer due to reduced ice 

coverage. Future trends in temperature, winds, and ice are more uncertain due to their sensitivity to 

changes to the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Current. 

4.0 BIOLOGICAL ENVIRONMENT 

4.1 BENTHIC INVERTEBRATES 

Benthic invertebrates are bottom dwelling organisms and can include a wide taxonomic variety. Benthic 

organisms can be classified into three categories; infaunal species (live on or are buried in soft 

substrates), sessile species (live on soft substrate or attached to hard substrates), and epibenthic species 

(mobile or active swimmers that remain in close association with the seabed). Benthic invertebrate 

species that occur within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area include Iceland scallop, snow crab, whelk, 

toad crab, porcupine crab, northern shrimp, coral, and sponge. 

Corals and sponges are sessile, slow-growing benthic invertebrates that play an important role in the 

marine environment. They are fragile organisms and are sensitive to disturbances, such as commercial 

trawling and oil and gas activity. Corals that are present in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area include 

species of black corals, gorgonian, cup corals, sea pens, and soft corals. 
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4.2 FISH 

There are a variety of fish species that occur within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. The species list 

in Table 4.1 is primarily determined using the results from the Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) 

research vessel surveys collected between 2007 and 2018. Spatial IK data from NunatuKavut Community 

Council and Nunatsiavut Government were used to create fish harvesting maps and are provided in 

Chapter 9 of the SEA Update. These maps provide a summary of distribution for many of the fish species 

listed in Table 4.1. 

Table 4.1 Key Fish Species within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area  

Common Name Common Name 

Demersal Demersal (cont.) 

Acadian redfish* Spiny dogfish* 

American eel* Sand lance 

American plaice* Sea raven 

Atlantic cod (NL population)* Shorthorn sculpin 

Atlantic halibut Silver hake 

Arctic cod Smooth skate (Funk Island Deep population)* 

Arctic eelpout Spotted wolffish* 

Atlantic wolffish* Thorny skate* 

Black dogfish White hake (Atlantic and Northern Gulf of St. Lawrence population)* 

Blue hake Witch flounder 

Cusk* Yellowtail flounder 

Deepwater redfish (northern population)* Pelagic 

Greenland halibut Atlantic herring 

Haddock Atlantic salmon (South Newfoundland population; Gaspe-Southern Gulf 
of St. Lawrence population; Inner Bay of Fundy Population; Outer Bay 
of Fundy population; Eastern Cape Breton population; Nova Scotia 
Southern Upland population; Quebec Eastern North Shore population; 
Quebec Western North Shore population; Anticosti Island population)* 

Kaup’s arrowtooth eel Atlantic bluefin tuna* 

Longfin hake Arctic char 

Longhorn sculpin Basking shark (Atlantic population)* 

Lumpfish Blue shark 

Marlin spike Capelin 

Monkfish Greenland shark 

Northern wolffish* Porbeagle shark* 

Roughhead grenadier Shortfin mako shark (Atlantic population)* 

Roundnose grenadier* Spiny dogfish (Atlantic population)* 

Spinytail skate White shark (Atlantic population)* 

Note: * Includes species at risk (SAR) and species of conservation concern (SOCC) 
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4.3 MARINE MAMMALS AND SEA TURTLES 

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: mysticetes (baleen whales), odontocetes (toothed whales), 

pinnipeds (seals and walrus), and land mammals (polar bears). There are two species of sea turtle that 

may occur within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Marine mammal and sea turtle species that have 

been noted as occurring within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area are listed in Table 4.2. 

Table 4.2 Key Marine Mammal and Sea Turtle Species within the Labrador Shelf 
SEA Update Area  

Common Name Common Name 

Mysticetes Odontocetes 

Beluga whale (Cumberland Sound population, Eastern 
Hudson Bay population, St. Lawrence Estuary population, 
Eastern High Arctic-Baffin Bay population, Ungava Bay 
population, Western Hudson Bay population)* 

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

Blue whale (Atlantic population)* Harbour porpoise (Northwest Atlantic population) 

Bowhead whale (Eastern Canada-West Greenland 
population)* 

Killer whale (Northwest Atlantic / Eastern Arctic 
population)* 

Fin whale (Atlantic population)* Long-finned pilot whale 

Humpback whale Narwhal* 

Minke whale Atlantic white-sided dolphin 

North Atlantic right whale* Risso’s dolphin 

Sei whale* Short-beaked common dolphin 

Pinnipeds Sowerby’s beaked whale* 

Atlantic walrus* Sperm whale 

Bearded seal White-beaked dolphin 

Grey seal Sea Turtles 

Harbour seal Leatherback sea turtle* 

Harp seal Loggerhead sea turtle* 

Hooded seal Land Mammal 

Ringed seal Polar bear 

Note: * Includes species at risk (SAR) and species of conservation concern (SOCC) 

4.4 MARINE BIRDS  

Numerous marine birds occur in association with the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area including pelagic 

seabirds, neritic seabirds, waterfowl, and shorebirds (Table 4.3). These birds use the Labrador coast and 

offshore waters for a variety of purposes, including breeding, overwintering, or as a migratory or moulting 

stopover. The thousands of islands off the eastern coast of Labrador provide breeding habitat to many 

seabirds, including alcids, gulls, and terns, coastal waterfowl, and shorebirds. 
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Table 4.3 Birds Associated with the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

Common Name Common Name 

Seabirds Waterfowl (including loons) 

Northern Fulmar Common Loon 

Cory's Shearwater Canada Goose 

Great Shearwater Green-winged Teal 

Sooty Shearwater American Black Duck  

Manx Shearwater Common Eider 

Leach's Storm-petrel King Eider 

Northern Gannet Long-tailed Duck 

Great Cormorant Surf scoter 

Double-crested Cormorant White-winged Scoter 

Red-necked Phalarope* Black Scoter 

Wilson's Phalarope Common Goldeneye 

Red Phalarope Hooded Merganser 

Pomarine Jaeger Common Merganser 

Parasitic Jaeger Red-breasted Merganser 

Long-tailed Jaeger Shorebirds 

Great Skua Piping plover* 

South Polar Skua Black-bellied Plover 

Ivory Gull* American Golden-plover 

Ross’s Gull* Semipalmated Plover 

Laughing Gull Eskimo Curlew* 

Black-headed Gull Greater Yellowlegs 

Ring-billed Gull Lesser Yellowlegs 

Herring Gull Solitary Sandpiper 

Thayer's Gull Spotted Sandpiper 

Iceland Gull Whimbrel 

Lesser Black-backed Gull Ruddy Turnstone 

Glaucous Gull Sanderling 

Great Black-backed Gull Semipalmated Sandpiper 

Black-legged Kittiwake Western Sandpiper 

Sabine's Gull Least Sandpiper 

Caspian Tern White-rumped Sandpiper 

Common Tern Pectoral Sandpiper 

Arctic Tern Purple Sandpiper 

Dovekie Buff-breasted Sandpiper* 

Common Murre Dunlin 
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Table 4.3 Birds Associated with the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

Common Name Common Name 

Thick-billed Murre Short-billed Dowitcher 

Razorbill Red Knot* 

Black Guillemot Landbirds 

Atlantic Puffin Peregrine Falcon* 

Waterfowl (including loons) Short-eared Owl* 

Harlequin Duck (Eastern population)* Olive-sided Flycatcher* 

Barrow's Goldeneye (Eastern population)* Bank Swallow* 

Red-throated Loon Gray-cheeked Thrush* 

 Rusty Blackbird* 

Note: * Includes species at risk (SAR) and species of conservation concern (SOCC) 

4.5 SPECIES AT RISK 

SAR are those species that are listed as Extirpated, Threatened, Endangered, or of Special Concern 

under the Species at Risk Act (SARA) or as Threatened, Endangered or Vulnerable under the 

Newfoundland and Labrador Endangered Species Act. They are therefore formally and legally protected. 

Species of conservation concern (SOCC) are those that have been assessed by Committee on the Status 

of Endangered Wildlife in Canada but not under the SARA. The SAR and SOCC that may occur within 

the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area have been identified in Tables 4.1, 4.2 and 4.3 with an asterisk (*). 

While the information in the above tables is considered current at the time of writing, provisions and 

associated listings can change over time. New species can be added to or removed from Schedule 1 of 

SARA or can be reassessed (changing the risk status), and new recovery strategies, action plans, and/or 

management plans may be released or updated with the most up-to-date information on certain species. 

This can include information such as updated population statistics, and newly identified or enforced 

critical habitat. Therefore, it is important to refer to the SARA public registry during project-specific EAs, to 

obtain the current up-to-date information on legally protected species in Canada. 
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4.6 SENSITIVE AREAS 

NL has several areas that are protected under federal, provincial, international, and/or other legislation or 

programs because they are considered to be important for ecological, historical, or socioeconomic 

reasons (Figures 4-1 and 4-2; Table 4.4).  

For the purposes of the SEA Update, the term sensitive area is defined as: 

• An area that is afforded some level of protection (for the primary purpose of conservation) under 

provincial or federal legislation; or  

• An area that may be under consideration for such legislative protection (e.g., candidate area or area 

of interest); or 

• An area that is known to have particular ecological and/or cultural importance and is not captured 

under federal or provincial regulatory framework (e.g., corals, spawning, nursery, rearing, or migratory 

areas, areas of high productivity, Important Bird Areas, Ecologically and Biologically Sensitive Areas 

(EBSAs), Significant Benthic Areas (SBAs), Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems, and areas of traditional 

harvesting activities). 
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Figure 4-1 Sensitive Areas within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area  
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Figure 4-2 Important Bird Areas and Vulnerable Seabird Colonies  
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Table 4.4 Sensitive Areas in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

Sensitive Area Type Sensitive Area 

Federally Designated Areas 

EBSAs 

• Northern Labrador 

• Outer Shelf Saglek Bank 

• Outer Shelf Nain Bank 

• Nain Area 

• Hopedale Saddle 

• Labrador Slope 

• Labrador Marginal Trough 

• Hamilton Inlet 

• Lake Melville 

• Gilbert Bay 

• Orphan Spur 

• Southern Pack Ice  

• Strait of Belle Isle 

SBAs 
• The SBAs identified within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area are 

primarily related to aggregations of sponges and large gorgonian corals 

Marine Refuge Areas 

• Hawke Channel 

• Hopedale Saddle 

• Hatton Basin 

• Northeast Newfoundland Slope Closure 

Marine Protected Areas  • Gilbert Bay 

Potential Protected Area 
• Potential Indigenous Protected Area Adjacent to Torngat Mountains 

National Park 

National Parks and Historic 
Sites 

• Torngat Mountains National Park 

• Mealy Mountains National Park 

• Hopedale Mission National Historic Site 

• Battle Harbour National Historic District National Historic Site of Canada 

•  Bunkhouse / Cookhouse Registered Heritage Structure, Benjy’s Cove,  

• Hebron Mission National Historic Site,  

• Okak National Historic Site,  

• White Elephant Building Registered Heritage Structure, Makkovik,  

• Moravian Church Registered Heritage Structure, Nain 

Other Designated Areas  

Other Designated Areas 

• Gannet Islands Ecological Reserve (see Figure 4-1) 

• Important Bird Areas (see Figure 4-2) 

• Internationally Identified EBSAs (see Figure 4-1) 

− Seabird Foraging area in the Southern Labrador Sea 

− Labrador Sea Deep Convection Area 
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5.0 COMMERCIAL, RECREATIONAL, AND INDIGENOUS 

FISHERIES 

Commercial, recreational, and Indigenous fisheries have played an important role in Labrador’s economy 

and has helped to define much of the province’s character. The fishery remains a critical component of 

the economy of Newfoundland and Labrador. 

5.1 COMMERCIAL FISHING 

Current domestic fisheries are managed by DFO, which regulates and monitors commercial fishing 

activity for species under Canada’s jurisdiction, including sedentary species outside of the 200 nautical 

mile exclusive economic zone. The Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area includes Northwest Atlantic 

Fisheries Organization Divisions 2GHJ. 

Between 2011 and 2017, the total weight or landings within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

decreased by 41%, from approximately 60,842 t in 2011, to approximately 36,000 t in 2017. Value has 

also changed between 2011 and 2017, increasing by 9.5%. In 2011, total value from landings within the 

Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area was approximately $159,043,486, and in 2017 total value was 

approximately $174,155,728.  

Within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area, domestic commercial harvesting in offshore waters focuses 

primarily on northern shrimp and groundfish species, such as Greenland halibut (turbot), and other 

species. Other key species include northern shrimp, snow crab, Arctic char, whelk, and Icelandic scallop.  

Sealing occurs commercially in NL, including within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. The species 

primarily targeted during the seal harvest include harp and hooded seals, and the commercial fishery is 

typically open from January to December, with most harvesting occurring in the spring when ice 

conditions are favourable (April to May).  

5.2 INDIGENOUS COMMUNAL-COMMERCIAL FISHING 

Indigenous fishing activity, including harvesting under communal-commercial fishing licences, occurs 

within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. The Nunatsiavut Government hold a number of communal-

commercial licences for groundfish, including Greenland halibut. They also hold licences for seal, scallop, 

snow crab, shrimp, and Arctic char. Innu Nation hold several communal-commercial licences for 

groundfish, mackerel, capelin, shrimp, and halibut. NunatuKavut Community Council holds several 

communal-commercial licences for groundfish, shrimp, snow crab, capelin, herring, scallops, toad crab, 

whelk, and seal. The Mik’maq groups from the Island of Newfoundland also have communal-commercial 

access to certain fish species in areas within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. Atlantic salmon 

fisheries are also an integral part of NunatuKavut Inuit way of life, and the federal government has 

established a Communal Fishing Licence for NunatuKavut Community Council members under the 

Fisheries Act.  
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5.3 RECREATIONAL FISHING ACTIVITY 

Recreational fishing activity takes place throughout the coastal and inland waters of NL, including the 

coastal waters of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. During the designated times in summer and fall, 

individuals may participate in a recreational fishery for Atlantic cod. Licences or tags are currently not a 

requirement for this fishery, but commercial fishing operations are not allowed to participate, and the 

catch from the recreational fishery is not permitted to be sold. Recreational fishing also occurs in NL for 

smelt, Atlantic salmon, and trout. Angling for smelt in coastal waters is allowed year-round, and there is 

no set bag limit; salmon and trout are permitted during certain times of the year, depending on the 

location of the river, and time of year. 

5.4 INDIGENOUS FOOD, SOCIAL, AND CEREMONIAL FISHING 

ACTIVITY 

Indigenous fishing activity, including harvesting under food, social, and ceremonial (FSC) licences, occurs 

within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area.  

The Nunatsiavut Government hold two FSC licences including for trout, salmon, Arctic char, seal, and 

smelt. Innu Nation holds several FSC licences for Sheshatshiu and Natuashish for salmon, Arctic char, 

and trout. NunatuKavut Community Council holds several FSC licences including those for salmon, trout, 

Arctic char, Atlantic cod, rock cod, herring, scallop, whelk, smelt, and seal. Despite the commercial 

salmon fishery being closed in Labrador, there is still an Indigenous traditional fishery for Atlantic salmon. 

5.5 FISHERIES RESEARCH 

Marine research activities take place in the waters of Canada-NL Offshore Area. These research activities 

are primarily related to biophysical research being carried out by DFO, within the 200 nautical mile nm 

Exclusive Economic Zone of Canada. DFO’s Atlantic Zone Monitoring Program and the RAPID Climate 

Change Program study involve bottom trawl surveys to collect information on the marine environmental, 

including commercial fish species. This information is used to inform decisions on the management and 

monitoring of resources in the Canada-NL Offshore Area. In addition to informing stock assessments, 

data from Research Vessel surveys have been integral in the designation of EBSAs and SBAs, used in 

ecosystem-based research, and used by researchers around the world. 

Multi-year research programs on the coast of Labrador (Integrated Studies in Coastal Labrador 

Ecosystems) and in deep ocean areas of the Labrador Sea (Integrated Studies and Ecosystem 

Characterization of the Labrador Deep Sea) are ongoing in partnership with the Nunatsiavut Government. 
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6.0 HUMAN USE 

This section provides an overview of the existing human environment, with a focus on the various human 

components and activities (other than fishing, which is discussed in Section 5.0) that occur in and around 

the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. 

6.1 TRADITIONAL AND CULTURAL ACTIVITIES 

Labrador’s Indigenous peoples have lived in the coastal territories for millennia. This connection to the 

land continues today, with the Labrador Innu and Inuit dependent on the Labrador marine environment for 

their social, cultural, and economic wellbeing. Historic and current traditional and cultural activities, such 

as travel routes, hunting and gathering, and other harvesting activities, occur within the Labrador Shelf 

SEA Update Area. 

6.1.1 Innu Nation 

The current population of the Labrador Innu is approximately 3,200, residing in primarily two communities 

– Sheshatshiu and Natuashish. Innu Nation claim Indigenous rights and title to most of Labrador and 

parts of Quebec. In September 2008, Innu Nation and the Government of NL signed the Tshas Petapen 

(“New Dawn”) Agreement. The New Dawn Agreement resolved key issues between Innu Nation and the 

Province related to the Innu land claim. Since that time, Innu Nation and the provincial and federal 

governments completed detailed agreements on tripartite Labrador Innu Land Rights Agreement-in-

Principle, signed by all parties in 2011. Traditional activities that may occur within the Labrador Shelf SEA 

Update Area include marine mammal harvesting, for example seals; bird and egg harvesting, including 

waterfowl and partridge; fishing for cod, salmon, northern shrimp, mussels, clams, sea urchins, and 

whelks; hunting, including large game such as caribou, moose and black bear and small game such as 

fox, otter and marten; and harvesting berries and medicinal plants, such as inner and outer bark of trees, 

roots, herbs, flowers, mosses and lichens. The land (including coastal regions) is also used for travel 

(e.g., boat, snowmobile, walking, canoe) and temporary camps, as well as cultural and spiritual sites, 

including birth, burial, death and gathering places, places of religious and historical significance, and 

shaking tent ceremony (kushapatshikan) locations. 

6.1.2 NunatuKavut Community Council 

The NunatuKavut Community Council represents a membership of over 6,000 Inuit who reside primarily 

in southeastern and central Labrador. The NunatuKavut Community Council, originally established as the 

Labrador Metis Association in 1985, has asserted a land claim, covering most of Central and 

Southeastern Labrador. Typical annual harvests include hunting birds in the spring; the salmon and cod 

harvests in summer; berries in the late summer; birds and seals in the fall; and a winter of hunting, wood 

gathering / cutting, seal harvesting and working the traplines. Species harvested within the Labrador Shelf 

SEA Update Area include seal, porpoise, geese, eiders, black ducks, teals, shorebirds, turrs (Thick-billed 

Murre), shellbirds (mergansers), sleepy diver (Black Scoter), brass-winged-diver (White-winged Scoter), 

bottle-nose diver (Surf Scoter), scaup, Atlantic salmon, trout, char, smelt, cod, capelin, crab, herring, 



LABRADOR SHELF OFFSHORE AREA STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT UPDATE 

Human Use  

December 2021 

22 

mackerel, and molluscs, caribou, moose, black bear, grouse, rabbit, fox, porcupine, muskrat, otter, lynx, 

marten, beaver, mink, and wolf in the south-central area of Labrador. Plants are also harvested for 

traditional medicines, food, firewood, and other purposes. The NunatuKavut Community Council develops 

Spring Bird / Egg Cultural and Food Harvest and Conservation Guidelines each year. Duck, goose, and 

gull’s eggs are commonly harvested, and less commonly, turrs and puffin eggs. NunatuKavut Community 

Council members travel on the land and sea by truck, snowmobile, boat, foot, dog-team, and snowshoes 

and use the coast for recreational cabins, fishing cabins or premises, and trapper’s tilts (generally small 

single-room huts or shelters used seasonally). Other land use includes gathering places, sacred and 

spiritual sites. 

6.1.3 Nunatsiavut Government 

The Nunatsiavut Government represents over 7,000 Labrador Inuit beneficiaries who reside primarily in 

five Inuit communities: Nain (Nunainguk), Postville (KipukKak), Rigolet (Tikigiaksaugusik), Hopedale 

(Agvitok), and Makkovik (Maggovik). Labrador Inuit Lands are approximately 15,800 km² in area, within 

the Labrador Inuit Settlement Area boundary. The marine and coastal environment is used for marine 

mammal harvesting, including seals; marine bird and egg harvesting, including include goose, Black 

Duck, Common Eider, Surf Scoter, Black Scoter, and White-winged Scoter; fishing, including salmon, 

char, and trout, with cod, rock cod, capelin, herring, occasionally mackerel, other near-shore flatfish, 

groundfish, shellfish (e.g., mussels, scallops, whelks) and sea urchins; hunting, including ukalik (Arctic 

hare), rabbit, partridge, porcupine, martin, lynx, fox, and wolves; other harvesting, such as drinking water, 

plants, wood, and berry harvesting; recreation (e.g., swimming), and travelling. The marine and coastal 

environment has been described as a “life source”, as it is a source of food, income, and cultural 

connection. Marine travel, by boat and snowmobile, has been described as very important to many 

Labrador Inuit and travel routes change depending on season and/or ice conditions. Opportunistic hunting 

is also very common along travel routes. Many Labrador Inuit have cabins outside their communities that 

are often used for hunting, fishing, harvesting, and recreation. Other land use includes gathering places 

and sacred and spiritual sites. 

6.2 OTHER OCEAN USERS 

Other ocean users include marine recreation and tourism activities, such as cruise tourism, ecotourism, 

local and visitor personal boating, and outfitters; marine transportation, such as shipping, marine ferry 

traffic, fuel transportation, general cargo and barge towing, mining, and small craft harbours; offshore oil 

and gas activity; shipwrecks; and subsea infrastructure.  
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7.0 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Information from this SEA Update will help the C-NLOPB in deciding if exploration rights should be 

offered within the Labrador Shelf Offshore Area and determining which potential restrictions or mitigation 

measures may be applied to potential future oil and gas activities. 

7.1 POTENTIAL ISSUES  

While there are a variety of potential issues that are generally applicable to offshore oil and gas activities, 

the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area is a subarctic environment that has its own unique set of issues that 

may not be found in more temperate environments. Associated with potential issues are data constraints 

(Section 7.2); both may result in the need for potential mitigations and planning implications to address or 

mitigate the issue. Potential issues associated with offshore oil and gas activities, regardless of the locale, 

include: 

• Effects of routine discharges (drill cuttings, produced water, storage displacement water, bilge and 

ballast water, deck drainage, cooling water, cement slurries, blowout preventer fluid, sewage, and 

food wastes) on birds, marine mammals, sea turtles, invertebrates, fish and related habitat, 

commercial fisheries, and species at risk 

• Potential sensitivity of suspension and filter-feeding benthic invertebrates, including hard corals, to 

drilling discharges 

• Effects of sounds associated with industrial activities, including seismic surveys, on marine mammals 

including polar bears, sea turtles, seabirds, invertebrates, fish, and SAR 

• Attraction of seabirds to artificial lights on drill units and survey and support vessels (supply and 

standby) and tankers 

• Fishery exclusion / safety zones 

• Potential collision between survey and support vessels and marine mammals (including species at 

risk) 

• Disturbance to sensitive areas and life histories, such as migration routes, spawning areas, and 

nurseries 

• Potential cumulative environmental effects from offshore oil and gas activities and effects from other 

users in the same vicinity (e.g., commercial fishing, vessel traffic, traditional land and resource use by 

Indigenous peoples, and tourism and recreation-related activities) and effects of climate change on 

the existing biophysical environment 

• Effects of accidental events on birds, marine mammals, sea turtles, invertebrates, fish and related 

habitat, commercial fisheries, and SAR 

• Effects of the environment on oil and gas activities, including climate change, extreme weather 

events, icebergs and sea ice, and natural hazards 

• Effects of climate change on the existing biophysical environment. 
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As mentioned above, there are several potential issues that are specific to the Labrador Shelf SEA 

Update Area because of its unique environment. These include: 

• Potential sensitivity of eelgrass beds, shallow subtidal and intertidal areas to accidental events, as 

they are host to a variety of migratory birds (including SAR) 

• Important habitat within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area used by birds for breeding, nesting, and 

overwintering 

• The presence of a coral conservation area, near the northern edge of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 

Area 

• Area of Interest in the waters east of Torngat Mountains National Park for the potential creation of 

Inuit Protected Area under the National Marine Conservation Act 

• Potential sensitivity of key fish spawning and nursery areas within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update 

Area, in particular the Hamilton Bank-Hawkes Channel and Gilbert Bay 

• Ice conditions (including pack ice, icebergs, and iceberg scour) and related ice management issues 

that are unique to the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area and would greatly influence timing and type 

of oil and gas activities 

• Potential effects of climate change on the subarctic environments such as the Labrador Shelf SEA 

Update Area ecosystem and in particular species that are closely associated with or require ice 

environment for life history activities 

• Challenges associated with accidental events (oil spill) in subarctic environment with ice interactions 

• Presence of three species of wolffish that are protected under SARA throughout the Labrador Shelf 

SEA Update Area, including identified critical habitat for northern and spotted wolffish 

• The presence of Important Bird Areas and the Gannett Islands Ecological Reserve within the 

Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

• The reliance of Labrador Innu and Inuit on the Labrador marine environment for their social, cultural, 

and economic wellbeing and their use of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area for historic and current 

traditional and cultural activities, such as travel routes, hunting and gathering, and other harvesting 

activities   

• Both the Labrador Sea and the Labrador Current play important roles in helping to regulate the global 

climate system 

7.2 DATA GAPS  

The availability of information varies considerably among the various components of the Labrador Shelf 

SEA Update Area. While there are data available for the VCs and issues identified and discussed 

throughout the SEA Update, there are a variety of data gap, including the following key areas:  

• Limited database of current measurements for the region 

• Benthic species basic biology and ecology, as well as distribution, abundance and diversity 

• Limited understanding of the distribution of fish and shellfish eggs and larvae  

• Location of spawning areas and other critical habitat for invertebrates and fish species 

• Limited information on locations of enhanced productivity for fish species, including areas of 

concentrations of feeding seabirds and marine mammals (e.g., Hawke Channel) 



LABRADOR SHELF OFFSHORE AREA STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT UPDATE 

Summary and Conclusions  

December 2021 

25 

• Data constraints with respect to distribution and general life history dynamics of corals, sponges and 

bryozoans 

• Data gaps with respect to the basic biological and ecological information related to species at risk, 

COSEWIC species and marine mammals in general 

• Data gaps for non-populated coastal areas due to potential for geographic bias of observations 

towards more populated areas of the coast related to concentration of hunting and travel by 

community members 

• Effects of events outside SARA’s geographical jurisdiction, and inter-relationships with other species 

• Data gaps for movement of Atlantic salmon populations through the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

• Limited understanding of the migration routes, breeding grounds and feeding areas for marine 

mammals and sea turtles in the area  

• Distribution and population trends for many marine bird species (including SAR) are unclear and long-

term surveys are lacking 

• Data gaps in the effects that seismic surveys have on physiological and biological processes in fish, 

such as metabolic rate, reproduction, larval development, foraging and intraspecific communication 

• Privacy-related limitations of large amounts of DFO commercial fisheries datasets 

• Limited information on emerging or potential fisheries, as well as those underused fisheries in the 

area 

• The exact trajectory (where, when, and how much will reach shore) from an oil spill is unknown; and 

is a data gap for this SEA Update (note: spill trajectory modelling and fate and effect of spills is a 

requirement for site-specific drilling and production EAs) 

• The overall lack of studies on the effects of oil spills in the high attitude regions, including 

− Limited current ability to clean up oil spills in the presence of sea ice  

− Little commercially available equipment appropriate for use offshore in ice-infested waters, 

making on-water spill response a challenge 

While these data constraints exist currently, studies and research are ongoing, both filling many existing 

data constraints and often identifying new constraints. A review of data constraints will be required during 

project-specific EAs to ensure that the data constraints noted above and throughout the Labrador Shelf 

SEA Update are still valid. It is important to note that a lack of available data about a particular 

environmental component or potential environmental effect does not indicate the absence of that 

component or effect. 

7.3 ADDRESSING DATA GAPS  

Some of the data constraints noted above can be addressed by government departments under their 

respective mandates, through collaborative efforts between industry and government, as part of site-

specific EAs, and through site-specific monitoring programs associated with oil and gas activities. Some 

activities that could assist in addressing identified data constraints include: 

• The collection of spatial and temporal data on fish spawning and distribution of fish and shellfish eggs 

and larvae 

• The collection of data and information with respect to SARA-listed species, including wolffish, 

leatherback sea turtles and various whale species 
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• Ongoing collection of Indigenous Knowledge, which would continue to enhance existing scientific 

knowledge 

• Project-specific EAs, which may identify the need to collect baseline data or undertake modelling or 

monitoring programs 

• Marine mammal and seabird observation programs during exploration and production programs, 

which will continue to add to the existing knowledge 

• Promotion of research through the Environmental Studies Research Fund, Energy Research & 

Innovation Newfoundland & Labrador, and Memorial University, such as research on migration and 

life cycle of Atlantic salmon in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

• The requirement for site-specific cuttings deposition and/or produced water dispersion modelling as 

part of the EA process 

• The requirement for site-specific oil spill trajectory modelling as part of the EA process 

• Community-based training in oil spill response capabilities 

• As per the Offshore Physical Environmental Guidelines, collection of various metocean data, 

including current mooring data, during drilling and production operations 

7.4 PLANNING CONSIDERATIONS 

A number of key environmental planning and management considerations related to future offshore oil 

and gas activities in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area include: 

• Several SAR are known or likely to occur in or adjacent to the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. 

Mitigating potential effects to species and habitats protected by the SARA will be an important 

consideration in decisions related to future offshore exploration and development. 

• A number of areas and times are particularly important to fish and fish habitat (including benthic 

invertebrates) in the region (e.g., spawning areas and periods, migration routes, areas of high 

productivity). Individual seismic survey programs should, where possible, be planned so as to reduce 

potential interactions during particularly sensitive times. 

• The coastal areas (including islands) are used by the Indigenous peoples for traditional food 

gathering (including the harvest of most fish species, hunting of marine mammals (including polar 

bears) and birds, egging and berry gathering). Mitigating potential effects to traditional resource use 

will be an important consideration in decisions related to future offshore oil and gas activities. 

• Ice conditions and ice management strategies will be a major planning consideration. 

• Seismic surveys are planned to coordinate program activities with the fishing industry to reduce 

potential conflict with commercial fishing activity during peak fishing times. It is important to note that 

Nunatsiavut fishers are not part of the Fish, Food, and Allied Workers Union and coordination with 

Indigenous governments and their commercial fishers is imperative. 

• Pre-spud remotely operated vehicle surveys to collect data regarding corals / benthic communities 

are a standard mitigation. 
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• The remote locale of the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area is such that timeliness of an emergency 

response will be crucial. One planning consideration will be to assess and upgrade spill response 

capabilities to support offshore oil and gas activities for that area. The appropriate equipment 

combined with locally trained people to conduct emergency response operations should be in place 

for activities planned. 

• The current fishery is dominated by shellfish, particularly shrimp and crab. Historically the groundfish 

fishery played a vital role to the area. Future project-specific EAs should consider appropriate 

mitigations for historical groundfish species, as it is possible these fisheries could return to 

prominence in the future. 

• Any project-specific EA will require consultation and engagement with stakeholders, including fishers. 

• There is opportunity for research to be conducted on the health of these groundfish species. 

• There is limited information on emerging or potential fisheries, as well as those underused fisheries in 

the area. More research and innovation into the potential for new fisheries would provide more clarity 

on what potential oil and gas operators can expect to see in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area in 

the future. 

7.5 CONCLUSION 

This SEA Update is an addendum to the 2008 Labrador Shelf Offshore Area SEA Report, focusing on 

new information that has become available since that time. The objective of the SEA Update is to assist 

and provide guidance to the C-NLOPB’s decision-making regarding land tenure, including:  

• Determining whether exploration rights should be offered in whole or in part, within the Labrador Shelf 

SEA Update Area 

• Identifying general restrictive or mitigative measures that should be considered for application to 

offshore petroleum exploration and production activities 

• Determining whether to issue exploration licences (pursuant to the Accord Acts) in whole or in part 

within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area 

The SEA Update will not serve as the environmental approval of, nor does it authorize, petroleum 

activities. It will support the site-specific review that would be required before the authorization of any oil 

and gas activities within the Labrador Shelf SEA Update Area. The timing, spatial extent, and nature of 

proposed oil and gas activities, in addition to mitigations already prescribed by legislation, will determine 

the level of additional restriction or mitigation that may be required. The SEA Update describes the 

environmental setting in the Labrador SEA Update Area and the potential effects of offshore petroleum 

activities in the region. Environmental planning considerations are discussed, including applicable 

mitigation measures and data gaps.  

The SEA Update will inform the C-NLOPB regarding future licensing decisions in the Labrador Shelf 

Offshore Area. This includes understanding the key environmental considerations in the region, including 

identifying sensitive areas. Although cumulative effects assessment is not within the scope of the SEA 

Update, the SEA Update emphasizes the importance of understanding the cumulative impacts of multiple 

oil and gas activities, climate change, as well as other ocean activities in relation to areas that may be in 

consideration for inclusion in the C-NLOPB’s scheduled land tenure system.  
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Aside from its main purpose related to the C-NLOPB’s land tenure process, the SEA Update is an 

informative resource for potential proponents of proposed petroleum activities. Each project will have 

specific potential effects that will need to be considered, with specific restrictions and mitigation 

measures. It is important that a lack of available data in the SEA Update should not be interpreted to 

indicate the absence of a particular species or environmental component. Data gaps that exist in the SEA 

Update would be required to be considered and mitigated as part of site-specific reviews before an 

activity is authorized by the C-NLOPB. It is expected that data gaps will also continue to be addressed 

through many avenues, including research, monitoring programs of existing petroleum projects, and 

empirical and place-based data collection. Assessing impacts of petroleum activities through 

extrapolation from other jurisdictions is the minimum level of assessment; proponents will be required to 

address the data gaps in Valued Components in the Labrador Shelf offshore using recent and local 

research, including Indigenous Knowledge.  

There are several sensitive areas within the Labrador Shelf Offshore Area. These are areas that are 

protected by provincial or federal legislation, or are under consideration for such protection, and areas 

that are known to be important but are not within the current regulatory framework. Key sensitive areas 

are summarized above in Section 4.6. Decisions about land tenure will take into account the restrictions 

within regulated areas. For sensitive areas outside of regulatory frameworks, consideration must also be 

given to the ecological and cultural importance of other sensitive areas identified by IK and public 

engagement, as well as how activities physically located outside of these sensitive areas may have an 

impact.  

Areas identified as ‘sensitive’ require proponents to identify the level of enhanced mitigation required in 

consultation with applicable government departments, Indigenous groups, and stakeholders. For some 

potential issues, there are standard mitigation measures to avoid and reduce effects. Standard mitigation 

measures are codified in existing legislation, regulations, and C-NLOPB guidelines. Additional mitigations 

may be determined through project-specific EAs or other regulatory processes in consultation with 

relevant federal authorities (e.g., DFO, Canadian Wildlife Service), Indigenous Groups, and other ocean 

users. Additional mitigations may also be applied through the Precautionary Principle if it is determined 

that there is minimal information available in the area under review, or if evidence suggests that they are 

necessary. In addition, regular reviews of global best practices as well as current and future research will 

continue to address data gaps and provide new information about enhanced mitigations. The research 

integrated into the SEA Update will include research programs supported by governments, academics, 

the petroleum industry, and NGOs. In particular, documents such as the Canadian Science Advisory 

Secretariat’s Biophysical and Ecological Overview of a Study Area Within the Labrador Inuit Settlement 

Area outline information gaps that can inform project assessments and C-NLOPB decision-making. 

The results of public engagement and IK illustrate that use of the coast and offshore in the Labrador SEA 

Update Area is dynamic and important for several socio-economic and cultural factors. The C-NLOPB will 

require that proponents build on the engagement conducted for this SEA Update to collect feedback on 

specific projects as part of the site-specific review that is required before a proposed petroleum activity is 

authorized, and to understand any changes in the use of the area that have occurred. Throughout the 

SEA Update, IK has been collected and included alongside biophysical science. In future updates of the 

SEA and/or other applicable environmental reviews, IK will be viewed at an equitable level with science 
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and further integrated into the findings. The C-NLOPB will note the value in this approach for future 

decisions regarding offshore petroleum activities. The C-NLOPB will also note the value of accessible and 

reusable project-level monitoring data to inform future project reviews, mitigation improvements, SEAs, 

and other environmental reviews. 

It is noted that members of Indigenous Groups and the participants in engagement activities expressed 

the importance of being informed about potential activity and decisions in the Labrador Shelf Offshore 

Area. The C-NLOPB will continue to engage with expert government departments, Indigenous Groups 

and stakeholders such as fisheries organizations in a clear and proactive manner to distribute information 

about the activities in the area, as well as any potential impacts to respective government jurisdictions 

such as land claims or fishing rights.  

As noted, it is the C-NLOPB’s expectation that potential proponents proactively engage with Indigenous 

Groups as well as other stakeholders. This is an area in which expectations have increased in recent 

years, for example with the federal government’s new Impact Assessment Act process for federal impact 

assessments, and in the C-NLOPB’s own increased expectations for engagement related to project-

specific EAs under the Accord Acts for activities such as seismic surveys. Indigenous consultation is 

required under federal law, and it is clear from the SEA Update that engagement with Indigenous Groups, 

fisheries stakeholders and other ocean users will continue to be essential to thorough and well-managed 

impact assessments and project development. In addition, the SEA Update is meant to be an evergreen 

document; the C-NLOPB will review the SEA Update within five years in consultation with the NG to 

determine if an update is required, and the C-NLOPB will continue to incorporate IK, research, monitoring 

reports from existing projects, and concerns into future SEAs and/or other applicable environmental 

reviews.  

The SEA Update indicates that the potential impacts of petroleum activities on the environment require 

further assessment, particularly in areas such as offshore Labrador where environmental information can 

be sparse. While some baseline environmental factors have remained unchanged, changes have been 

observed both through scientific data and from Indigenous and local knowledge. It is important to 

recognize that there will be new factors to consider as more is understood about the environment, the 

effects of petroleum activities, and the effectiveness of mitigation measures. Both the regulatory 

framework and human use of coastal and ocean areas are dynamic. The C-NLOPB will continue 

cooperating with applicable government departments, Indigenous Groups and stakeholders to understand 

changes in the environment and human use in the Labrador Shelf Offshore Area. In particular, climate 

change is and will continue to have an impact on this sub-Arctic environment. It is expected that climate 

change research and cumulative effects assessment will be a focus of site-specific reviews for exploratory 

drilling and development projects, conducted by the Impact Assessment Agency of Canada. As further 

information on these topics emerges it will be incorporated into future SEA Updates and other applicable 

environmental reviews. 

The information provided in the Labrador Shelf SEA Update supports the conclusion that petroleum 

activities may be conducted with appropriate restrictions and mitigations, determined in consultation with 

applicable government departments, Indigenous Groups and stakeholders. Before any petroleum activity 

is authorized by the C-NLOPB, a site-specific review would have to be completed, with consideration of 

the identified data gaps and environmental and socio-economic risks. At a minimum, the C-NLOPB will 
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refer to the information provided by the SEA Update in its decision-making for any potential petroleum 

activity in the Labrador Shelf Offshore Area. Depending on  

the type of petroleum activity under consideration and its specific environmental setting, further mitigation 

measures and requirements may be required for petroleum activities. The C-NLOPB will be adaptive to 

new developments in science and technical feasibility with respect to mitigation requirements. There may 

be advances in mitigation or understandings of impacts that emerge prior to the next update of the SEA. 

These measures would be applied to site-specific reviews by the C-NLOPB in required consultation with 

appropriate federal authorities, Indigenous Groups and other stakeholders. 

 

 

 


