Dear Judge Cohen:

Thank you for the opportunity to voice my concerns with regard to the state of the salmon in BC.  I have been a marine biologist for thirty years.  Having worked in my field around the world, I feel qualified to offer my comments to this commission.  This is not the first time I have witnessed the downturn in a major fishery.  I was in Nova Scotia when the collapse of the cod fishery was announced and am familiar with both the human devastation that the collapse of an industry has on coastal communities as well as the difficulties in answering the many questions about “How this was allowed to happen?” and “Whose fault is it?”

The reality is that managing a fishery as large as the salmon fishery is extremely difficult, and—as you know—the life cycle of the salmon is particularly complex.  Although we know a great deal about salmon biology, behaviour and genetics, there are many areas where our knowledge is limited or non-existent.  It is my professional opinion that the problems with the salmon fishery are caused by a number of factors that on the surface may seem unrelated; yet their amalgamation creates a ever increasing threat to the salmon populations of BC.  I have identified some of the most serious factors as follows:

· Climate change is the single most serious challenge facing the salmon.  This is a global problem over which we have little control; for this reason I will not expand on this issue here.

· Habitat destruction of both fresh water and marine habitat is threatening the survival of the salmon and affecting them at every stage of their life cycle.  We have truly brought our rivers, streams and wetlands to their knees.  We have polluted their waters, filled in the wetlands that provide water for small streams and creeks, and dump our raw sewage into the marine environment.  Sewage is responsible for the vast majority of antibiotic influx into the marine environment, not to mention the influx of estrogenic compounds that cause feminization and sterility of many fish. What happens to the salmon smolts when they enter the estuarine and marine environments?  The answer to this question is simply that we don’t know.  What I am sure of is that at this stage they are particularly vulnerable and their survival is intricately linked to the conditions prevailing in their environment.  For smolts to survive, they must find shelter and food in their new estuarine and marine environments.  Without shelter, they will be eaten by the many predators waiting for them to emerge from the rivers.  If they find no food, they die of starvation and/or disease, or succumb to the predators that pick off the weakened fish. 

We have been developing the BC coast for 100 years and our coastlines have been relentlessly developed for residential, commercial and recreational use.  We have hardened the beaches, filled in estuaries with material to build ports and other commercial infrastructure, and changed the dynamics of our coastlines. The natural movement of sand is interrupted when landowners reinforce beachfront properties with riprap or concrete.  The sand is lost and so is the eelgrass.  With the eelgrass gone the many forage fish species at the bottom of the food chain also disappear and their combined loss means the loss of both habitat and food for many species including the salmon.  We must protect our beaches and we must increase our efforts to restore the ecological integrity of heavily impacted sites (old log dumps, harbours, estuaries, etc.) by replanting eelgrass meadows and by reestablishing lost kelp beds.  Personally I am aware of at least 200 hectares in the Powell River area that can be restored in this manner.

Despite the natural environment’s resilience and capacity to adapt to our activities, we are reaching the breaking point for some species, in this case the salmon. As stated, the development of our coastline is responsible for the destruction of countless eelgrass and kelp beds—the nurseries for countless fish and invertebrate species.  Many of these habitats have disappeared from the mouths of rivers and streams in the Strait of Georgia. Although there is no scientific proof, I suggest that this has had a very definite impact on the survival of salmon smolts.  How much?  We don’t know.  

· Another serious threat to the survival of salmon in BC is the emotionally charged issue of salmon farming.  Please note that I am not involved or have ever been involved with the salmon farming industry in BC, and I am not a spokesperson for them; however, I find it very unfortunate that the good intentions and concerns of environmentally minded people have been hijacked by activists who attack this industry through emotional outbursts and shoddy if not questionable science.  The many outrageous claims regarding disease transmission from farmed to wild salmon, sea lice infestations, chemical resistant strains of sea lice, and erroneous claims that Atlantic Salmon are outcompeting Pacific Salmon in our rivers are immediately picked up and widely distributed by the media without question and certainly without scientific verification.  The emotional nature of these attacks seriously distracts the authorities (especially the politicians) from focusing on the real issues affecting the wild salmon of BC.  Please don’t get me wrong, I am not advocating that the salmon farming industry should not be regulated and carefully monitored.  Greed can spawn all kinds of environmental mismanagement; however, many, if not all the claims I have seen published against aquaculture do not stand up to scientific scrutiny.   There are very few resources out there and we have to focus our attention on the real issues confronting the salmon. In my opinion, the salmon farming industry is reducing the harvest pressure on weakened wild stocks.  Please note that the Atlantic cod did not collapse due to aquaculture: it collapsed due to greedy overfishing and political interference over-riding scientific evidence.  The salmon fishermen in BC are fishing to make money and they will catch the last salmon because if they don’t, the next guy will.  

· Also conspiring against the salmon is a lack of resources for the research that can shed light on some of the unknowns.  If we want to prevent the cod disaster from happening to the salmon, the government must create a fund that is locally administered and dedicated to funding the proposals from groups, organizations and companies around British Columbia interested in contributing their expertise and hard work.  Unlike with past initiatives, the application process should be simple and straightforward; the timing for submissions should be open all year long yet punctuated by specific deadlines, and the review of the proposals should be flexible enough to consider and support a variety of projects. These could range from the removal or garbage and debris from small creeks by schoolchildren, to large-scale habitat restoration projects or long-term research projects on juvenile ecology and behaviour.

In the interest of space, I will conclude my submission here.  Once again, I thank you very much for the opportunity to make my views known.

Sincerely,


Mark Biagi M.Sc. R.P.Bio., EP
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