WILD SALMON: THE FOUNDATION OF COASTAL LIFE
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first nations & coastal communities:
futures threatened by salmon farms

For the past 10,000 years, coastal First
Nations of British Columbia have relied
on the sea to provide for their people. Sup-
ported by the plentiful marine resources,
First Nations communities developed vi-
brant cultures rich in song, dance and art
works that are acclaimed worldwide.

Abundant runs of wild salmon, together with
the harvest of other seafood, fed entire villag-
es. Village beaches still gleam white with sun-
bleached shells, reminiscent of bountiful har-
vests. Rockfish, abalone, cockles, eulachon and
countless other marine species were staple food
items.

All of this is in jeopardy. The establishment
of salmon farms on the BC coast has had a di-
sastrous effect on First Nations’ traditional ways
of life. Sea lice infestations from salmon farms
threaten the survival of wild salmon runs.! Re-

cent, independent science has confirmed elevated
levels of mercury in rockfish near salmon farms.>
As a result, children and women of child-bearing
age have been advised to restrict their consump-
tion of this customary food. Clam beaches near
salmon farms are covered with sludge and con-
taminated with decomposing fish feces and waste
food from the farms, leaving the once pink and
healthy clams black and inedible.

First Nations protest salmon farms in their territory.
Photo: Beltra/Greenpeace
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First Nations who harvest returning wild salmon from
the inland rivers are just as affected by the threat salm-
on farms pose to the abundance of wild stocks. The
risk of losing such a valuable source of food has led
many inland First Nations to join coastal Nations in
challenging the issuance of new salmon farm licenses.

The majority of coastal First Nations in BC want
the existing open net-cage farms phased out. They
support an end to expansion of the industry into new
regions, and where farms already exist, support a tran-
sition to closed containment systems that will control
pollution and end threats to wild marine species.

First Nation communities are not the only ones
feeling the impacts of salmon farms. Tourism adds $1
billion a year to the BC economy.? In coastal regions
such as the Great Bear Rainforest, much of the tour-
ism industry relies on the health of the ecosystem.
Wild salmon form the foundation of these coastal
systems, nurturing the growth of ancient stream-
side forests and providing a key food source for spe-
cies on land and in the sea, such as wolves and or-
cas. Tourism activities based around wildlife—from
viewing to sports fishing—depend on the abundance
of species to attract visitors from around the world.

Commercial, sport and aboriginal fisheries com-
bined generate at least 16,000 jobs in BC, many more
than the salmon farming industry provides. These
wild fisheries contribute $1 billion yearly to the BC
economy,* a contribution threatened by expansion
of salmon farming. In northern BC, a report by IBM
Consulting concluded the annual value of wild salm-
on to the Skeena River region alone is approximately
$120 million.’ The expansion of open net-cage salm-
on farming into this area would jeopardize wild salm-
on stocks and the economic viability of businesses
that rely on them.

Sports fishing on the BC coast. Photo: John Brouwer

In short, BC’s coastal communities are inextri-
cably linked to the wild salmon—through their cul-
tures, economies and traditional food sources. Salmon
farms, by threatening the very survival of the wild
stocks, are putting the future security of these com-
munities at risk.
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