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Intelligence

Aquaculture sector reacts to Canadian
government’s ‘devastating decision’ to
close Discovery Islands salmon farms

22 February 2023
By Lisa Jackson

Closure of open-net BC salmon farms ignores science and
Indigenous rights, says aquaculture sector

The Department of Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) has con�rmed its commitment to the close of
all salmon farms in the core territories of the Laich-kwil-tach and Klahoose First Nations – a region that
the Government of Canada calls the Discovery Islands in British Columbia (BC). On February 17, 2023,
Fisheries Minister Joyce Murray announced (https://www.canada.ca/en/�sheries-
oceans/news/2023/02/government-of-canada-takes-action-to-protect-wild-paci�c-salmon-migrating-
through-the-discovery-islands.html) that the federal government will not renew licenses for open-net BC
salmon farms in the territory.

“The state of wild Paci�c salmon is dire, and we must do what we can to ensure their survival. This was
a di�cult but necessary decision,” said Murray. “By taking an enhanced precautionary approach in the
Discovery Islands area, the Government of Canada will help ensure the well-being of wild Paci�c
salmon for our children and grandchildren.”

In April 2022, a federal court ruling (https://www.globalseafood.org/advocate/federal-court-rejects-

(https://www.globalseafood.org)

https://www.canada.ca/en/fisheries-oceans/news/2023/02/government-of-canada-takes-action-to-protect-wild-pacific-salmon-migrating-through-the-discovery-islands.html
https://www.globalseafood.org/advocate/federal-court-rejects-canadian-governments-plan-to-phase-out-bc-salmon-farms/
https://www.globalseafood.org/


2/26/2023 Aquaculture sector reacts to Canadian government's 'devastating decision' to close Discovery Islands salmon farms - R…

https://www.globalseafood.org/advocate/aquaculture-sector-reacts-to-canadian-governments-devastating-decision-to-close-discover… 2/5

canadian-governments-plan-to-phase-out-bc-salmon-farms/) that rea�rmed conclusions from nine
peer-reviewed reports that salmon aquaculture in BC poses “no more than a minimal risk of harm to the
Fraser River Sockeye salmon. Moreover, a recent scienti�c report
(https://www.globalseafood.org/advocate/government-of-canada-science-report-says-salmon-
farms-dont-spread-sea-lice-to-wild-�sh/) from the Government of Canada has concluded that sea lice
on farmed salmon do not impact sea lice levels on wild juvenile salmon in British Columbia. However,
the DFO claims that recent science indicates that there is “uncertainty” with respect to the risks posed
by Atlantic salmon aquaculture farms to wild Paci�c salmon in the Discovery Islands area, as well as to
the cumulative effect of any farm-related impacts on this iconic species.

The DFO also cited “multiple stressors on wild salmon” – such as climate change, habitat degradation
and destruction, regulated �shing as well as illegal, unreported and unregulated �shing
(https://www.globalseafood.org/advocate/topic/iuu-�shing/) – which has led the government to take
“a highly precautionary approach to manage Atlantic salmon aquaculture” in the region.

A salmon producers’ association and a coalition of First Nations say the move ignores scienti�c
evidence and Indigenous rights and title. Photo courtesy of BCSFA.
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The BC Salmon Farmers Association and the Coalition of First Nations for Fin�sh Stewardship have
condemned the closure, calling it “a devastating decision” that ignores scienti�c evidence as well as
Indigenous rights and title.

“The decision to not issue salmon farms in the Discovery Islands area is devastating for all coastal
communities who rely on the aquaculture sector,” Brian Kingzett, executive director of the BC Salmon
Farmers Association, said in a press release (https://bcsalmonfarmers.ca/news/a-devastating-
decision-says-bc-salmon-farmers-as-dfo-ignores-�rst-nations-rights-and-title-and-science/). “Local
communities have been hurting since the decision to remove the farms was announced in 2020, and
thanks to this willfully uninformed decision announced earlier today, these communities will continue
to experience negative socio-economic impacts of an outcome that was based on politics rather than
science.”

“Today’s decision, unfortunately, feels beyond procedural unfairness after many months of meetings
with the Minister, her department, and DFO staff,” Dallas Smith, spokesperson for the coalition, said in a
press release (https://�rstnationsfor�n�sh.ca/news/coalition-extremely-disappointed-by-dfo-
ministers-dismissal-of-�rst-nations-rights-and-title-in-discovery-islands-decision/). “The Wei Wai
Kum and We Wai Kai First Nations sent a thoughtful proposal to DFO in November to re-issue some
licenses in their core territories. They put forward a cautionary approach to explore how and if �n�sh
farming could be part of their Nations’ overall vision to manage their marine space. This decision to
deny all licenses in their territories has sent the Nations back to the drawing board in that regard.”

The proposal described a careful, staggered plan for the possible re-introduction of some �sh farms in
Laich-kwil-tach waters to be led and overseen by the Nations and their stewardship programs. These
sites would have operated in partnership with Mowi Canada West, Cermaq Canada and Grieg Seafood
BC.
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Smith said the salmon farms would have served as “a critical piece” to help the Nations’ advance their
holistic marine management plans, including growing their Guardian and stewardship programs;
enhancing their science capacity using traditional knowledge and Western science; improving wild
salmon conservation efforts; and playing a leadership role in the area’s local seafood production.

“This was not about protecting the sector or the companies operating in it – this was about the
sovereignty of the Laich-kwil-tach Nations and their right to decide for themselves whether salmon
farming, or any other resource, is the right �t for their marine plans,” said Smith. “Unfortunately, the
decision was once again taken away from them by a government located 5,000 kilometers away from
their territories.”

Mowi Canada West also expressed its disappointment
(https://mowi.com/caw/blog/2023/02/17/licensing-decision-raises-serious-questions-about-
canadas-commitments/), calling it “a further blow to BC’s largest agricultural export and for all of the
coastal British Columbia communities that rely on salmon farming as a primary economic driver.” The
company is now reviewing the decision and considering its legal options.

“This decision, along with previous decisions, continues to raise serious questions about Canada’s
commitment to First Nations reconciliation, its food producers and the health of coastal communities,”
said Dr. Diane Morrison, Managing Director at Mowi Canada West. “Our company, along with the Wei
Wai Kum and We Wai Kai First Nations had provided the Minister a very reasonable path forward that
would help Canada achieve its stated vision for sustainable aquaculture and advance its Blue Economy
Strategy. She has regrettably chosen not to accept this opportunity.”

Some First Nations are asserting their
right to farm salmon, despite pending
government closures

With salmon farm closures imminent, some First Nations are taking
action to preserve ocean-based farming and assert Indigenous
sovereignty.
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