
Media backgrounder  
 
Farmed salmon, sea lice and wild salmon 
 
What is the principal article to which this backgrounder refers? 
 
Orr, C. 2007. Estimated Sea Louse Egg Production from Marine Harvest Canada Farmed 
Atlantic Salmon in the Broughton Archipelago, British Columbia, 2003–2004, North 
American Journal of Fisheries Management 27:187–197. 
 
Why are people so concerned about sea lice? 
 
Sea lice are small marine parasites, which occur naturally throughout the world’s oceans, 
where they feed on the skin of fish. Lice normally do not harm adult salmon; however, 
small numbers of lice may kill juvenile salmon (1).   

 
Historically, migrating wild juvenile salmon did not encounter high levels of sea lice in 
the spring. In recent years, they have (2). The millions of salmon in fish farms produce 
the lice which infect and kill juvenile wild salmon. Studies have shown that farm salmon 
produce 78-97% of all sea lice in the marine waters of Scotland, Ireland and Norway (3).  
 
A 2006 report on the interactions between aquaculture and wild fish in the coastal waters 
of European Union (EU) countries “confirms that cultured salmon can have significant 
negative impacts on the wild stocks,” with sea-lice parasitism one of the principal causes 
(escaped fish being another) (4).    
 
Orr’s February 2007 article in the North American Journal of Fisheries Management is 
the first to estimate how much salmon farms amplify sea lice populations in BC waters.  
 
Research conducted between 2001 and 2006 shows that parasitic sea lice infected 36-
98% (5, 6) of all wild juvenile pink salmon passing seaward through the Broughton 
Archipelago—an area between northern Vancouver Island and the mainland. High rates 
of sea-lice parasitism, coupled with rapid declines of wild salmon stocks, have focused 
attention on the area’s fish-farming industry and its role in the declines. 
 
Research also suggests that the impacts of lice on wild juvenile pink and chum salmon in 
the Broughton Archipelago may be more severe than on wild salmon in the coastal waters 
of EU countries (7), owing mainly to the exceptionally small size of Pacific salmon, and 
the confined nature of the Broughton’s marine passages. Millions of juvenile pink 
salmon, which weigh less than 1 gram and measure less than 3 centimetres (5), normally 
leave Broughton rivers in early March and enter coastal waters now inhabited by farmed 
salmon.   
 
Serious questions are raised by the fact that Canada lags far behind the EU in regulating 
and reporting the connection between salmon farms, sea lice, and the decline of wild 
salmon (8).  
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What’s being done about sea louse parasitism? 
 
Marine Harvest Canada became the first and only salmon farming industry in western 
Canada to publicly report on lice numbers on farmed fish (starting in September, 2004); 
those data form the basis of the lice egg production levels Orr reports in his North 
American Journal of Fisheries Management article. 
 
In 2003, British Columbia enacted a one-time-only “sea lice action plan” which required 
farms to reduce sea lice numbers by early harvesting and chemical treatment (with Slice) 
of farmed salmon lice “hosts” (9). As reported by Orr, this plan significantly reduced the 
estimated sea louse egg production, and the observed parasitism of wild juvenile salmon. 
 
In January 2006, the nine member groups of the Coastal Alliance for Aquaculture Reform 
(CAAR), and Marine Harvest Canada (MHC), negotiated a “dialogue framework” with 
plans to collaborate on sea lice monitoring and research (10). Lice were counted weekly 
at two farms by CAAR and MHC between March 3 and June 30, 2006. 
 
Substantial research on sea lice is planned for the Broughton in 2007 and 2008 through 
funding provided by the Pacific Salmon Forum and separately through the CAAR-MHC 
agreement.  CAAR and MHC are also negotiating terms of reference to initiate 
collaborative research and development of closed-containment technology. 
 
The Musgamagw Tsawataineuk Tribal Council (a member of CAAR) is planning to 
monitor lice again in 2007, with the assistance and cooperation of Marine Harvest. The 
data should contribute to a clearer understanding of the nature and severity of sea louse 
parasitism related to salmon farming in Canada and elsewhere. 
 
CAAR member organizations also provide financial and in-kind support for continued 
research on sea lice by graduate students at Simon Fraser University, University of 
Victoria and University of Alberta. 
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