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Critics scoff at compliance report on B.C. 
salmon farm operations
18 hours ago

VICTORIA - The B.C. government released two reports Tuesday that paint a rosy picture of 
a salmon-farming industry, saying it was in almost perfect compliance with provincial 
environmental standards in 2006.

But critics say the encouraging report card is really a "red herring."

Agriculture Minister Pat Bell said the B.C. aquaculture industry, with nearly 3,000 direct and 
indirect jobs and annual sales of $300 million, is subject to "the toughest standards in the 
world."

"There is no industry that is more publicly reported than the aquaculture industry," Bell said 
as he released compliance and fish-health reports based on data gathered through 
inspections in 2006 of 60 to 80 active fish farms three or four times over the course of the 
year.

The province employs a full-time enforcement team of 14 operatives.

On average, the salmon farms were rated at a 99.7 per cent compliance rate by both the 
provincial agriculture and environment ministries on management criteria including waste, 
net maintenance and inspections and farm operations and training.

However, the report also cited 11 cases of escapes, resulting in the loss of about 19,000 
farmed Pacific chinook and 17 Atlantic salmon. In 2005 only 64 fish were reported to have 
escaped, down considerably from the 44,000 fish that swam away in 2004.

The companion fish-health report, based on 108 farm audits, found disease levels within 
norms and sea lice levels were, on average, below accepted levels.

"We are really confident that the industry is meeting the standards of the day," Bell told 
reporters.

But critics say that's only half the story.

"Great, they're complying with a system that doesn't work," said veteran aquaculture 
campaigner Catherine Stewart of the Living Oceans Society.

She said it is a system tailored for raising farmed fish for what she called the 
"Norwegian-owned" companies operating in B.C. waters.

"But the system is not working for the interests of British Columbians and it's putting at risk 
our wild fish stocks," she said, adding the report is more an indicator for continued profits for 
the industry.

Stewart said the B.C. Liberal government has a lot invested in ensuring fish farming provides
employment opportunities in coastal communities. But it is putting the coastal ecosystem at 
risk to provide benefits for a relatively small employment pool, she said.

The Opposition's aquaculture critic slammed the reports for failing to address the central 
issue - problems caused by the interaction between farmed salmon and wild fish.

"The whole premise of (these reports) is that everything is fine with open-net cages and as 
long as the industry is upholding the regulations that we have, then everything's fine," said 
Skeena New Democrat MLA Robin Austin.

Hearings held across B.C. last year by the all-party committee on aquaculture found plenty of
evidence of problems with open-net operations, especially when the net pens contain adult 
fish during times when wild smolts are migrating to the open ocean, he said.

"These reports are a little bit of a red herring," Austin said.

The government has yet to comment on the committee's report, which recommended fish 
farms continue to be banned from B.C.'s North Coast and that open-net farm practices be 
discontinued in favour of yet-to-be proven closed-system technology.

Bell said protection of wild salmon stocks will be the main focus of the government's 
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long-promised, comprehensive aquaculture management plan, which he said should be 
ready by March.
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