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Seal hunt history in Estonia

• Seal hunting, or stalking, was the most important and profitable, but also the 
most difficult and dangerous job for the men of Ruhnu (Gulf of Riga), and even in 
the 1930s it was also the main source of livelihood for the islanders. 

• Seal hunting was also very important on Kihnu (Gulf of Riga), Vormsi, Odensholm, 
Nargö and Prangli islands (Gulf of Finland), and in lesser degree in most of the 
coastal areas.



Seal management 
in Estonia

Grey seal conservation 
action plan 2015-2019



Hunting season:

In Estonia Gray seals may be 
ambushed or stalked from April 
15 to December 31.



• In Estonia, the hunting quota for the gray seal is according to the “Action plan for the protection of the gray 
seal 2015-2019” (i.e. now no longer valid) 1% of the number of specimens counted last year. 

• At the same time, due to the weather conditions prevailing during the censuses, the annual fluctuations of 
the census results might be quite large. To mitigate the possible significant differences in the size of the 
hunting quotas depending on the census results, the hunting proposals are based on the average of the last 
three years counts. 
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Estonian gray seal quota and hunting statistics

Year Estonia

Quota
Hunted 

seals

2015 53 10

2016 42 10

2017 45 9

2018 37 18

2019 58 20

2020 50 19

2021 55 26

2022 55 19

Total 395 131





Main problems related to hunt:

• Seal hunting is allowed, but there are severe spatial restrictions. In 
short, hunting is not allowed there, where seals can be successfully 
hunted (nature protection areas)

• Trade ban of seal products



Different nature 
protection regime 
areas in West-
Estonia



• Sangelaid ca 5 km 
from Kihnu island

• Potential spot for 
the seal hunting 
tourism



• Kihnu island (there are around  500 inhabitants) Cultural Space was 
included in UNESCO’s list of Masterpieces of Oral and Intangible 
Heritage of Humanity in November 2003. In 2008 it was inscribed on 
the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of 
Humanity. 
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Possibilities for 
improvement?

• The lift of the Trade ban is maybe not 
likely to happen in close future, but…

• … it seems that in Estonia the main 
problem is the spatial restrictions (Natura 
areas) of gray seal hunt. If some 
protected areas could be opened (it is 
more like the decision of the Estonian 
administration, not EU?) then seal 
hunting tourism could be boosted!

Evald Lilles, seal hunter from Kihnu island

Kihnu island Cultural Space was included in UNESCO’s list of 
Masterpieces of Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity in 
November 2003. In 2008 it was inscribed on the Representative 
List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity.





Ringed seal 
sanctuaries near 
Kihnu island



Gift: “Traditional food. Hairy fish from Kihnu”

• Produ
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