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I. Fraser Estuary Rehabilitation:

“ Coastal and estuarine zones are deteriorating in both extent and condition.

Coastal habitats, such as estuaries, salt marshes, and mud flats, are among the most

biologically productive ecosystems. In general, in less developed coastal areas these systems

are healthier than those in more developed areas. Those in developed areas are deteriorating

in both extent and condition, often as the result of coastal erosion, contaminants from various

land uses, alien invasive species, etc.” (2010 Canadian Marine Ecosystems Status and Trends Report)
In the decades since the 1970s Canada has made significant effort to manage sockeye catches by the commercial fishing fleet. This has included fleet reduction and extensive closures of the fishery. At the same time, with the 2010 exception, catches have steadily declined. 

In the interior of the province, initiatives have been taken to protect the spawning grounds from damage. Uplands have been protected from logging and other destructive practices although much remains to be done. At the same time, the already reduced Fraser estuary has been further damaged by continued development. The addition of “rip-wrap” in many locations has increased current speeds while reducing back eddies where fry could shelter. Where provision has been made under the “no-net-loss” policy for some small rehabilitation projects in the estuary, there appears to be no follow up or long term requirements of developers to maintain the new habitat. 

The loss of habitat for salmon fry to transition from fresh to saltwater in the estuary over the past 100 years is variously reported at 85 to 95 percent. The 2010-sockeye escapement above the Mission Bridge is reportedly over 16,000,000 fish. A large portion of these fish will have found their way to the tributary spawning grounds. In the spring of 2012 the fry from this miraculous return will be coming down the river on their way to the sea. 

The estuary habitat will not be retuned to its state of 100 years ago, but there is much that can be done to improve conditions for those fry and others that will follow. As land is shifted from industrial use, such as former sawmill sites, to residential, shopping or casinos, there is an opportunity to require developers to return a significant percentage of that land to estuarine habitat. This would involve rebuilding dikes in such a manner as to put more area outside the dikes where it can be rehabilitated to healthy estuary habitat. 

Similar initiatives could be applied to any change in land from farm to industrial, from woods to farm or even in the case of roadwork such as the new perimeter highway on the south shore of the Fraser estuary. At Roberts Bank container terminal approval could be tied to the purchase of a large amount of farmland and its return to undiked estuary. 

Where no-net-loss projects have already been undertaken there is a need to make available to the public a map of all such sites. It is not enough to depend on volunteer labour to maintain these. Their importance to the fry requires that they be maintained through public funding to assure long-term viability. Taxes on the increased value of the uplands should be more than adequate to cover these ongoing costs. 

In places where governments have already allowed the installation of rip-wrap, such as that rip-wrap recently dumped into the river at the top end of Lulu Island, modifications can be made to provide small backwaters. Soil can be placed in the rockwork to restore the shading, nutrient-providing willows that were removed from the riverside. 

In other places larger areas where dykes were built after the 1948 floods these dikes could be bent back to reclaim lands that have been farmed to make additional marshlands. New dykes would need to be built around these areas. A prime location for this sort of thing would be in among some of the cranberry farms and warehouses built along the Fraser North Arm. Oral historians from First Nations communities on the estuary could help identify important traditional salmon habitat. There has been much work done and knowledge gained in various stream restoration projects. Some engineering firms have developed significant expertise in the area of stream and river restoration. Such groups could be employed to study the Fraser estuary to ascertain and arrange by priority projects that would not only maintain the existing estuary habitat but return some percentage of it from that which has been taken over the years of poorly managed development. 

The financial and social costs to up-coast communities in lost fishing fleets and jobs through fleet reduction and corporate concentration has been huge. To ask the lower mainland communities that have profited from the real estate development on salmon habitat in the estuary to make similar commitments is not unreasonable. There would be significant costs involved that should be shared by all levels of government who have benefited mightily over the past century both directly from the salmon resource and indirectly from living in a land whose spiritual strength is affirmed by the annual salmon returns. 

The best long-term protection for the river will come from an informed and involved citizenry. If the estuary is to be restored and maintained it is essential that lower mainland residents and visitors have access to it. Many municipalities have already initiated excellent river trail systems. This should be supported by locations where it is possible to launch at canoe, kayak or other small craft that do not require large parking lots for boat trailers and that do not introduce unnecessary noise and hydrocarbon pollutants to the river. 

The Cohen Commission should recommend that the current no-net-loss policies of DFO be dramatically upgraded to a more aggressive approach to see the restoration of much more of the estuary to appropriate habitat for salmon transitioning salmon fry. DFO must also be funded and given the responsibility of monitoring and maintaining all new and existing restorations. 

II: Owner Operator Provision:

Just as a river is protected by citizen access so also is our coast protected by citizen access. For thousands of years the First Nations traveled and knew in great detail every passage and inlet or the coast. In the past 100 years efforts have been made to reduce or obliterate this knowledge through residential schools and the reserve system. More recently the various Federal Government initiatives in fleet reduction and corporate concentration of the fishing rights has further reduced this presence. 

Not only has the First Nations population who knew intimately all the nooks and crannies of the coast, been reduced, the larger Canadian population of commercial fishermen has also been reduced. Where there are still commercial fishers out along the coast, they have had their vested interest in the sustainability of the coastal waters much reduced by corporate concentration of the access to the public fishery resource.

This shift has resulted from the Canadian practice of privatizing and concentrating the fishery resource in a very limited number of corporations. In the case of the salmon fishery two companies, Canfisco and Ocean Fisheries with strategic business ties, control an estimated 80 percent of the fishery. For the quota fishery on the 2010 sockeye returns one corporation owned and controlled a large number of the 169 licensed purse seine boats. DFO regulations allow these licenses to be “stacked” on a much smaller number of boats that actually go fishing. While it is virtually impossible to get accurate numbers from DFO, one spokesperson suggested that as many as eight licenses could have been stacked on a single vessel. At five crew per boat this would mean the loss of 35 short but good paying jobs. For the processor that stacks licenses there are huge profits as the crew on the single boat are not paid the full share for the total catch with the result that the processor gets some of their fish virtually for free. 

In the 2008 season another problem emerged; quota assigned to trollers was also allowed to be transferred to seine boats. This also took away coastal jobs and increased the danger of the majority of the allowable catch to be concentrated with a single owner. The socio economic damage to coastal communities of concentrating what should be 169 small business directly employing five crew and indirectly supporting everything from grocery stores to shipyards is huge. 

At the same time there is another equally important factor that should be of concern to this commission. As a larger number of independent fishermen, with vested interests in the continuation of the fishery, are replaced by a much smaller number of fishermen employed by major corporations, the commitment to observing, caring for and working to preserve and enhance the coastal ecosystem is much diminished. Corporations will trade off one resource sector for benefit in another. Dedicated fishermen who take personal pride in their knowledge and in employing neighbours and relatives have a much broader, subjective and intimate relation with the coast. 

Even the residential schools failed to take the First Nations from the coast. Early laws against native ownership of seine boats and later laws against Asians working on seine boats strove to gain advantage for the processing sector over the independent minded fishermen. Fleet reductions and transferability of catch quotas is continuing that sad tradition in the Canadian fishery. It stands in stark contrast to the Alaskan fishery with an owner operator provision that recognizes the importance of the citizen fisherman over the rights of corporate owners who need not even be citizens of the nation. 

Canada needs to have Canadians on the rivers so that they can take responsibility for their conservation. In the same fashion Canada needs to have as many Canadians as possible living in coastal communities and traveling into the inlets and channels that form this rich environment that has supported great civilizations for thousands of years. To that end the Cohen Commission should give consideration to recommending the implementation of an owner-operator provision in the BC salmon fishery such that the holder of the license must be onboard the boat when it is being fished. 

