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PANGNIRTUUP KANGIQTUALUA ISRA 

Polar Waters Region 

 

SUMMARY 

Pangnirtuup Kangiqtualua, also known as Cumberland Sound, is a large embayment located 
in Nunavut, Canada. The area is situated within a fjord, which functions as a semi-closed 
marine ecosystem, and the substrate is dominated by soft muds. Within the area there are: 
threatened species and feeding areas (Greenland Shark Somniosus microcephalus). 
 

 

CRITERIA 
Criterion A – Vulnerability; Sub-criterion C2 – Feeding Areas  
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Blue lines indicate the area meeting the ISRA Criteria; dashed lines indicate the suggested buffer for 
use in the development of appropriate place-based conservation measures 
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DESCRIPTION OF HABITAT 
 
Pangnirtuup Kangiqtualua, also known as Cumberland Sound, is located within a large embayment 
of the same name situated in Nunavut, Canada. This embayment is ~80 km wide by 250 km long with 
a 300 m deep sill and maximum depths of >1,400 m. It receives freshwater input from the Duval 
River, melting permafrost, and upland glaciers (McMeans et al. 2015). The area is located within a 
fjord, which functions as a semi-closed marine ecosystem and the substrate is dominated by soft 
mud.  

Currents carrying water from both the Arctic and Atlantic Oceans cross the opening of the sound. 
This is particularly important during the winter when water temperature and salinity increase 
(Bedard 2019). While its relatively shallow sill blocks most of the water column, the influx of dense, 
oxygen-rich mixed shelf water prevents deep water hypoxia. A kilometre below the depth of the sill, 
a permanent population of Greenland Halibut Reinhardtius hippoglossoides resides (Bedard 2019). 

This Important Shark and Ray Area is benthopelagic and is delineated from the surface (0 m) to a 
depth of 850 m based on the depth range of Qualifying Species in the area. 

 

ISRA CRITERIA 

CRITERION A – VULNERABILITY 

One Qualifying Species considered threatened with extinction according to the IUCN Red List of 
Threatened Species regularly occurs in the area. This is the Vulnerable Greenland Shark (Kulka et 
al. 2020). 

 

SUB-CRITERION C2 – FEEDING AREAS 
Pangnirtuup Kangiqtualua is an important feeding area for one shark species. 

Between 2007–2009, a scientific survey in Cumberland Sound captured 51 Greenland Sharks to 
analyse the impact of food web structure on total mercury (THg) levels in the sharks. Stomach 
contents were identified, and the Greenland Halibut was the most commonly consumed fish, present 
in 52.9% of stomachs (McMeans et al. 2015). Greenland Halibut is also linked as a key prey item of 
Greenland Sharks in this area according to local ecological knowledge (LEK) (Inuit 
Qauijimajatuqangit) (Idrobo & Berkes 2012). Evidence from other regions also indicates the 
importance of Greenland Halibut in the diet of this species and highlights that Greenland Sharks 
target prey that is highly abundant in a given system (Nielsen et al. 2019). 

Pangnirtuup Kangiqtualua is known for its high biomass and stable catches of Greenland Halibut, 
making it the only community-based commercial fishery in the inshore region of Eastern Baffin Island 
and enabling a small-scale winter fishery for the species (DFO 2008). The fishery has been active 
during the boreal winter (January–May) when land-fast ice allows access to deep water (>400 m) 
which is the preferred habitat of Greenland Halibut (DFO 2008).  

Based on reported catches from the Greenland Halibut fishery, the incidental catch of Greenland 
Shark in the winter between 1987–2006 ranged between 0.4 to 2.9 sharks per 1,000 hooks (mean = 
1.1/1,000 hooks). During an experimental longline fishery for Greenland Halibut during the ice-free 
season in 2009 at 256–1,189 m (most >800 m) the incidental catch of Greenland Shark was found to 
increase substantially (i.e., 6.3/1,000 hooks) (Young 2010; Grant et al. 2018). The seasonality of these 
catch rates was confirmed by LEK indicating higher numbers of Greenland Sharks observed earlier 
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in the fishing season (November and December), followed by a no-shark period lasting until the end 
of March, and terminated by a sudden resurgence lasting until the end of the fishing season in May 
(Idrobo & Berkes 2012). A satellite tagging (pop-up satellite archival tags; PSATs) study supports this 
movement pattern and highlights the period when four of 11 tagged sharks (243–325 cm total length 
[TL]) left the sound by late fall/early winter (Campana et al. 2015). This supports the notion that 
Greenland Sharks use this area as a feeding ground during the ice-free period.  

During 2010 and 2011, a PSAT tagging study of Greenland Sharks and Greenland Halibut in this area, 
revealed that although tagged Greenland Sharks (300–320 cm TL) spent most of their time at 800–
900 m, they dove and spent short periods of time (>1 hour) at depths >1,050 m where Greenland 
Halibut were predominantly detected suggesting that those dives were to feed on Greenland Halibut 
(Madigan et al. 2022).   

Offshore of the sound, Davis Strait is known as a spawning ground of Greenland Halibut which is 
thought to occur between December and March (Gundersen et al. 2010). This suggests that fish 
could migrate from this location to Davis Strait in the winter. The use of this area as a feeding ground 
for the Greenland Shark could be associated with higher biomass of the prey during the ice-free 
period. 
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QUALIFYING SPECIES  
 

 

Scientific Name Common Name IUCN Red List 
Category 

Global 
Depth 

Range (m) 

ISRA Criteria/Sub-criteria Met 

A B C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 D1 D2 

SHARKS 

Somniosus microcephalus Greenland Shark VU 0–2,992 X   X      
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SUPPORTING SPECIES 
 

Scientific Name Common Name IUCN Red List 
Category 

RAYS 

Amblyraja hyperborea Arctic Skate LC 

 

IUCN Red List of Threatened Species Categories are available by searching species names at 
www.iucnredlist.org  Abbreviations refer to: CR, Critically Endangered; EN, Endangered; VU, 
Vulnerable; NT, Near Threatened; LC, Least Concern; DD, Data Deficient. 
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