BC Nature / Federation of BC Naturalists                                         

Hon. Loyola Hearn

	Minister of Fisheries and Oceans

House of Commons

	Ottawa, Ontario

	K1A 0A6


25 January  2007

Dear Minister Hearn,

Re: Canada’s role in protection of fisheries and the proposed amendments to the Fisheries Act

BC Nature (Federation of British Columbia Naturalists) represents over 4,000 members in 48 member clubs, in communities throughout British Columbia. Our motto is “To know nature and to keep it worth knowing.” Naturalists have deep concerns for the rich biodiversity of our terrestrial and marine ecosystems and strive to understand the inter-connectedness of life on earth. We are aware of the growing risk of mass extinctions on our planet, should we continue down the path we are on.

We should like to bring to your attention a few issues of particular concern: the downward trend of global fish populations, Canada’s lack of action in protecting marine habitat, and proposed changes to Canada’s Fisheries Act.

Global Fish Population Decline

On 3 November 2006, Science published a paper by Boris Worm of Dalhousie University, assisted by a team of ecologists and economists, that predicted that if fishing and marine degradation continued at its current pace, populations of all species of fish, shellfish and invertebrates currently fished in the world would collapse by the year 2048. Scientific research in the last decade has shown downward trends of virtually all global fish populations, catastrophic declines in big fish and a resulting acceleration of biodiversity loss, including declines in many sea mammal populations. Rises in sea surface temperatures, brought about by climate change, are linked with declines in zooplankton, with resulting declines in biodiversity right up the food chain. The last decade has seen catastrophic breeding failures among sea birds in many parts of the northern hemisphere. Pollution and habitat degradation is causing the loss of species from orcas to geoducks.

Canada’s inactivity in protecting marine habitat

Given this rapid, worldwide depletion of fish and wildlife in our oceans, and the shortage of protected marine areas, BC Nature is most concerned about the slow pace of action in designating Marine Protected Areas in Canada’s waters. The setting aside of no-take zones is a critical aspect of an overall conservation strategy for marine ecosystems and has been proved effective in several parts of the world, such as Australia and New Zealand. A proactive, timely program of MPA designation is urgently required. In addition, there should be much stronger regulations to ensure that marine pollution is cleaned up, and that new sources of pollution are prevented from emerging. 

Our members were extremely dismayed to learn of Canada’s reactions to the UN discussion on a moratorium on destructive bottom trawling. This fishing method causes serious damage to the sea floor and results in significant amounts of bycatch. We believe that the negative Government response to the call for a moratorium gives entirely the wrong message to the public and fails to protect critical marine habitat around the world. It is imperative that strong government regulations be developed to protect marine floor ecosystems in both Canadian and high seas waters.

Furthermore, the Department of Fisheries and Oceans has recently facilitated, rather than prevented, the loss of vital marine habitat in the Fraser River estuary. In December 2006, the Vancouver Port Authority was given approval, under CEAA, to build the Third Berth at Deltaport, thereby destroying 22 ha of valuable intertidal habitat at the mouth of the world’s greatest salmon river. BC Nature considers the proposed compensation and mitigation is completely inadequate to correct this loss. A proposed second terminal will further cover extensive intertidal and subtidal waters, doubling the footprint of the existing port. This continuing destruction is completely unacceptable.

Revised Fisheries Act

In our reading of the proposed revisions to the Fisheries Act, Bill C-62, we have come to the conclusion that it will be less, not more, effective in the protection of habitat or prevention of the spread of invasive species – both key issues in the loss of fish and fisheries. The section on aquaculture, a major conservation issue for the West Coast, is very short and inadequate. The press release from your Ministry states that the Bill was written following full consultation, but this does not seem to have included naturalists or environmentalists, whose perspective is different from that of industry, and equally important. 

BC Nature will be reviewing Bill C-62 carefully, as we anticipate having many comments on rewording, once it goes to Committee.

 In conclusion, we would appreciate receiving answers to the following questions:

1) What progress is your Ministry making towards the designation of Marine Protected Areas?

2) Why does Canada not support a moratorium on bottom trawling?

3) What mitigation will be provided for the loss of 22 hectares of intertidal habitat at Roberts Bank on the Fraser River Estuary?

4) What steps will DFO take to ensure that the proposed Terminal 2 expansion at Roberts Bank will not be allowed?

5) What action plan does your government have for ensuring Canada’s fish populations and oceans will be vibrant and healthy in 2050, given the many problems facing marine ecosystems off our coasts?

Thank you in advance for your reply to these questions.

Yours sincerely,

Bev Ramey

President, BC Nature
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Anne Murray

Conservation Chair, BC Nature

cc Hon. John Baird, Minister of Environment

     Mr. David McGuinty, Liberal Environment Critic
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