
Media Release: Is sustainable aquaculture in Canada lost in translation?

Monday, June 24, 2019 (Halifax, NS) According to researchers from Dalhousie University, 
there is virtually no evidence to support decades-long narratives about the sustainability of finfish 
aquaculture in Canada.

The study, which was recently published in the journal Marine Policy, examined the progress 
Canada has made towards translating sustainable aquaculture policy goals into measurable 
outcomes. It describes 11 potential environmental, social and economic sustainability indicators 
identified by the Department of Fisheries and Oceans (DFO) in 2012 to advance the sustainable 
development of aquaculture in Canada.

"DFO reports on industry's compliance with environmental regulations as an indicator of the 
sustainability of aquaculture," says Inka Milewski, a research associate in the Department of 
Biology at Dalhousie, and the lead author for the study. "This approach assumes that current 
regulations are sufficient to cover the wide range of potential impacts fish farms can have on 
other species and the ecosystem, and that simply reporting the results of benthic monitoring, drug 
and pesticide use or dead fish are measures of environmental impacts or sustainability."

In 2015, the new federal Aquaculture Activity Regulations came into effect, which makes it 
mandatory for Marine finish operators in Canada to report drug and pesticide use. In 2017, 
marine finfish farms reported using 14.4 mt of antibiotics and 439 mt of hydrogen peroxide 
pesticides. According to Milewski, these numbers tell regulators and the public nothing about the 
potential sub-lethal, cumulative, and far-field impacts of serial exposure to antibiotics and 
pesticides on non-target species. 

The study also used the result of more than 10 years of research focused on a single fish farm in 
Port Mouton Bay, Nova Scotia, to examine how Canada's national policy goals for sustainable 
aquaculture played out at the community level. Ruth Smith, the study's co-author and community 
research partner, notes that the Port Mouton case study demonstrates how Canada's new 
aquaculture regulations fail to capture the lobster catch decreases, eelgrass loss, copper 
contamination and nutrient loading reported in studies done in Port Mouton Bay.
 
The case study also found that DFO's social sustainability goal of generating meaningful 
employment in rural, remote and coastal communities has not occurred. Data from the Nova 
Scotia Department of Fisheries and Aquaculture shows that finfish production in Nova Scotia has 
increased 1000% between 1995 and 2017 but employs the same number of full-time people and 
there has been an 86% drop in part-time employment.
 
"Sustainability indicators should provide the public with concrete measures of government 
accountability on policy narratives and goals," says Milewski. "In the absence of meaningful 
measures of  sustainability, Canada's declared aquaculture policy goals risk being reduced to 
mere political catchphrases."
 
Funding for the study was provided by the OceanCanada Partnership, a 6-year research initiative 
(2014-2020) funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0308597X19301332


(SSHRC) that brings partners from across Canada together to study the challenges and 
opportunities facing Canada's oceans and coastal communities.
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Links:
Publication: Marine Policy
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0308597X19301332
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2019.103571
 
Other published scientific studies on aquaculture impacts on Port Mouton Bay:  http://
friendsofportmoutonbay.ca/documents.html
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