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This analysis and recommendations are solely the views of the T. Buck Suzuki Environmental Foundation, but they are informed by ideas we have gathered from a variety of environmental organizations concerned about the environmental impacts of salmon farming in B.C.

Our organization is a member of the Coastal Alliance for Aquaculture Reform (CAAR). As such we concur with the main CAAR recommendations intended to move B.C. salmon farming towards a truly sustainable industry. These recommendations are therefore the core of our vision for sustainable organic salmon farming. We believe that the credibility of the organic movement in B.C. is at stake if newly developed organic standards do not create as high a bar as existing agricultural organic standards and do not take into account the truly unique impacts from farming salmon in common property ocean waters. 

CAAR believes that to be environmentally sustainable salmon farming operations must:

· Ensure no risk of disease transfer to wild fish and no escapes of farmed salmon into the wild; 

· Ensure harmful fish farm waste is not released into the ocean; 

· Use fish feed that does not deplete global fish stocks; 

· Ensure that wildlife is not harmed; 

· Not use genetically modified fish; 

· Eliminate the use of antibiotics and pesticides; 

· Ensure contaminants in farmed fish do not exceed safe levels;

· Properly label all farmed fish so consumers can make informed choices;

· Respect the views of coastal residents and not locate farms where First Nations or other local communities object.

We believe that meeting these goals would form the basis of a certification standard that ensures marine ecosystems are not harmed and wild salmon are not put at risk. Unfortunately, we do not believe that the current draft discussion paper on organic finfish aquaculture is adequate for the task. We believe that organic standards should be developed, but that they must fully address human health, animal health and ecological considerations in such a way that organic production mimics nature and is in balance with nature. Contrary to this notion, the discussion paper sidesteps some very unique problems created by farming a carnivorous species in open ocean in close proximity to millions of migrating wild salmon and other marine species. In particular, the paper does not address what is probably the most significant risk to wild salmon runs on the B.C. coast, the threat from diseases and parasites passed on from open net cage salmon farm operations. 

The following are comments on the specific organic salmon farming standards currently under discussion.

General Principles

The general principles outlined, particularly the Environmental Objectives, are laudable, but many are not matched by specific, enforceable standards that would give these objectives meaning. In many cases, no numerical standard is set to ensure an objective is reached and can be properly monitored and evalutated. In other cases, standards are inconsistent with other forms of organic production or the rules allow deviation from the intent of the objective.

Although it is a stated objective, there is little in the draft document that would ensure “maintenance or enhancement of wild aquatic flora and fauna.” There are literally no standards that would ensure that “infectious organisms, parasites and input factors do not affect wild organisms in the surrounding environment.” 

Production methods are allowed that do not “use organic ingredients” and do not “minimize the use of external resources.” 

The Social Objectives have no corresponding mechanisms to ensure that local resources are used, that there is a safe and healthy working environment, that production goes to local consumption and that there is acceptance and support from the neighbouring community. 

Environment/Water Quality

Although it is recommended, there are no mechanisms to ensure that the cumulative impacts of all farms in an area are taken into account. 

Standards for waste impacts on the seabed are no different than those required for conventional industrial salmon farming, namely, the new provincial Waste Regulation. This regulation has been widely criticized by the environmental community. It was critiqued by a provincially-appointed science panel that found it inadequate to deal with biodiversity concerns and a federal fisheries review of the regulation reached the same conclusion.

Sulphide levels on the ocean floor are the only pollution measure under this regulation. Other pollutants are not brought into the regulation. Water column pollution is not factored in. Seabed conditions do not have to be brought back to “near-ambient” levels before restocking, as recommended by the 1997 Salmon Aquaculture Review. The regulation actually allows a biodiversity reduction of 25% of normal benthic conditions as a normal consequence of production. 

No charges can be laid under the regulation unless a farm is showing levels about 5 times the level when impacts are first apparent. By this level, up to 90% of the benthic community is made up of only 6 opportunistic species and even the opportunistic species have begun to die off. 

This is a wholly inadequate standard of impact for organic production. Minimum standards for ocean bottom currents, siting criteria and production limits could go far to ensure against seabed smothering.

Stock Origins

In several places in the draft standards are references to the use of domestic brood stock of indigenous species “adapted to local conditions,” which would mean Pacific chinook or coho stocks. Using local stocks is an important consideration. We are pleased that the standards prohibit transgenic and genetically modified organisms, although it should be noted that this is the current law in Canada and this policy has been endorsed by the industrial salmon farming associations. 

But little thought has been put into the question of impacts from escaped farmed Pacific salmon. The 1997 Salmon Aquaculture Review (SAR) specifically looked at this problem. The review found that hundreds of thousands of farmed Pacific chinook escaped in the early 1990s. In 2000, there were more escaped farmed Pacific chinook salmon than farmed Atlantic salmon, despite the fact that the B.C. salmon farming industry farms five times more Atlantic salmon than chinook. 

Escaped farmed chinook salmon can and will interbreed with wild chinook salmon, resulting in dilution or alteration of the gene pool leaving wild stocks less competitive and less adapted to their local stream conditions, according to the SAR technical paper on escapes. Given this, the Salmon Aquaculture Review recommended that only brood stock from local streams be used. This recommendation has not been followed by the B.C. industry, and it is highly unlikely that organic salmon farmers would want to follow this recommendation, as it would preclude any breeding program to make chinook stocks better suited to the farm environment. 

Although there is a government program to try to document the impacts of escaped Atlantic farmed salmon in the wild – a program that has documented escaped Atlantics in more than 80 B.C. river systems – there is no parallel program to look at the prevalence of farmed Pacific salmon in wild streams or the degree of genetic damage that has already been done. 

This issue requires serious consideration and specific measures to ensure the long-term health of B.C. wild chinook and coho.

Animal Health and Welfare

A variety of fish health measures are recommended in the discussion paper and there seems to be a general prohibition on antibiotics and pesticides. This is laudable, but of course this is what the public would expect to be the norm when they buy an organic product. 

Unfortunately, the wording in the paper is ambiguous on this point. It is a long-standing principle in the organic community that if an animal must be administered a drug or pesticide, that animal is taken out of the organic stream and is fully withdrawn from certified organic production. This is stated in the discussion paper standards, but immediately after it is allowed that a farmer can use conventional veterinary drugs and chemicals if no other alternative is available or if chemicals are required by law. The wording of this section of the draft does not make it clear that such animals are taken out of the organic production stream. The current wording prohibits “routine” use of drugs and chemical agents, yet again it is not clear whether non-routine use is acceptable and if such stock would be removed from the certified organic stock. These are important matters that must be clarified and standards must be set that parallel the high standards applied to other organic husbandry.

Stocking densities are allowed at the “highest recorded density” in natural feeding populations. This standard is in direct contradiction with the notion of mimicking natural stocking density, which would be considerably lower. In fact, naturally feeding Pacific chinook salmon have very low densities as they migrate down the coast and densities only become significantly higher when they enter freshwater to spawn and die. 

The standards allow for photomanipulation – artificially prolonged light periods – despite the fact that his practice is of great concern environmentally, as night lights attract wild species to the pens causing an unnatural feeding frenzy outside the pens and predation of wild species inside the pens. First Nations are concerned that oolichans have been depleted in this manner. 

Feed and Global Fish Stocks

Feeding farmed salmon raises huge issues regarding global wild fish stocks and issues of consistency within the organic certification process. Feed is normally required to be organically sourced. The discussion paper would allow wild fish sourcing, despite the fact the COABC is not currently allowing wild fish to be certified organic. This is a contradiction that must be faced head on. If wild fish are allowed for feed, COABC should move to allow organic status for wild fish under the identical standards.

If wild fish stocks are used they must be from an “independently certified sustainable fishery.” Yet the certification process and the standards are not specified in the draft paper. The majority of wild fish used for feed comes from anchovy and sardine stocks off of Peru, Equador and Chile, fisheries that are not certified as sustainable. The only certifying body currently is the Marine Stewardship Council, which is coming under increasing criticism by the environmental community for weak standards of certification. Some positive work is being done in conjunction with environmental groups to strengthen MSC standards. In any event, they have not certified any fishmeal fisheries. 

The environmental community would place a high bar for fisheries from a completely different marine ecosystem being fished by industrial trawlers to feed to farmed fish rather than feeding humans in need. It takes on average three kilos of wild fish rendered into fishmeal to produce one kilo of farmed salmon. Vegetable proteins are now routinely added to fish pellets, but salmon require fish and fish oil as part of their natural diet. This issue falls back on the rather sticky ethical arguments surrounding the unusual practice of farming a carnivorous predator. It does not fit the normal assumptions of organic production and local sourcing. 

The discussion paper talks of using wild stocks that are “not normally used for human consumption.” Anchovies, sardines and mackerel, the main southern Pacific fisheries in the fishmeal business, are all perfectly useable for human consumption. And if we were to move further down the food chain we would be inevitably extracting important components of the nature food web, harvesting species that are important feed for other wild stocks. 

Using 100% local fish waste products may be a viable alternative, provided that the fishery is still certified as sustainable, or it could be argued that such waste use is encouraging and adding value to an unsustainable fishery. 

Beyond these problems, the discussion paper leaves the door open for the use of up to 5 percent of feed of conventional origin. There is no reason for this loophole and it taints the organic and environmental certainty that organic consumers are expecting. All feed should be routinely tested for contaminants such as PCBs, dioxins and other chemicals that are concentrated or introduced through fishmeal processing.

Finally, the discussion paper allow producers to apply for permission to use synthetic pigments if natural pigments are not available. We believe artificial colourants would expose the organic farming movement to both a consumer backlash and potentially a lot of very bad press. We hope this issue is dealt with very cautiously.

Processing

There is no mention of the problem of bloodwater disposal, an issue currently being examined for new regulations for the conventional industrial salmon farming industry. Bloodwater is a known vector for many diseases, and the provincial environment ministry considers this a waste management problem that must be addressed. Research is being started on how to regulate bloodwater being dumped into marine waters, but it is important that organic standards address this directly.

Escape Prevention

There is nothing in the draft standards that imposes any new measures beyond the existing provincial Escape Prevention regulation that applies to all in the conventional industrial salmon farming sector. As was noted earlier, farming Pacific chinook poses a direct threat to genetic dilution of wild chinook stocks if escapes persist. There seem to be no measures to enforce the minimal wording in this section of the draft, and no mention of a marking program that would identify escaped farmed and lead to some accountability as to the farms responsible.

Siting

The issue of siting is not really addressed at all in the draft standards. The most important siting criteria would be a ban on all open net salmon farms on migratory routes of both adult and juvenile wild salmon, to ensure no sea lice and disease transfer to migratory wild stocks. Norway is beginning to implement such a policy and it should be required in B.C. 

Disease and Parasite Transfer to Wild Stocks

The salmon farming industry in B.C. has been plagued by serious outbreaks of disease, causing losses of literally millions of fish. Infectious Haematopoietic Necrosis (IHN) hit 24 farm sites resulting in over $250 million in direct losses to salmon farmers and a loss of 40,000 tonnes of salmon over three years. This was a disease that hit farmed Atlantic salmon, but it shows the scope of the losses that can be felt from disease outbreaks. 

To date, no research has been conducted to establish to what degree wild salmon have been impacted from disease reservoirs created by salmon farms. But it is known that diseases and parasites can be transferred to passing wild fish. The precautionary principle would tell us that measures should be taken to protect wild stocks from a magnification of disease caused by the crowded, unnatural conditions on salmon farms.

Parasites such as sea lice are assumed by independent researchers and the environmental community to have caused a loss of over 3 million pink salmon in the Broughton Archipelago.  It is a problem that hits juvenile wild salmon as they exit their natal streams and hug the shoreline where salmon farms are located. Emerging juvenile salmon do not normally have sea lice, as sea lice on adult salmon are killed off as they enter freshwater to spawn. Even few sea lice on a small juvenile salmon can leave it weakened and prone to predation or disease. 

The draft discussion paper proposes nothing to deal with disease and parasite transfer to wild stocks, even though it is known that organic farming sometimes results in higher levels of disease and parasites than found on conventional farms using drugs and chemicals. This issue must be addressed.

First Nations and local communities

Although the draft discussion paper includes a general principle about acceptance and support from the neighbouring community, there are no mechanisms or guidelines for what this would mean in practice. In many remote coastal locations, the majority of the local community are First Nations who claim jurisdiction over ocean and land resources and demand proper consultation in line with recent Supreme Court decisions in Canada. 

We believe that First Nations and local residents must be properly consulted about potential new salmon farm sites and that First Nations approval be given before new sites are established. Many First Nations communities are very angry about salmon farms that were placed in their traditional territories without any consultation or accommodation. We would hope that the organic farming community would see this as a high priority social concern and would enact standards to reflect this concern.

Conclusion

The standards contained in the current discussion paper for organic salmon farming do not provide a high enough bar to preserve the hard-earned credibility of the COABC. We believe that these standards for open net salmon farming do not properly deal with seabed pollution issues, nor do they prevent potentially huge impacts from disease and parasite transfer to wild salmon stocks. 

We believe the draft can form the basis of a healthy discussion to move forward to address the very real concerns of the environmental community. In general the environmental community believes that a combination of closed-contained systems with waste treatment and organic husbandry techniques will prove to be the best fit for sustainable organic salmon farming in B.C. But we remain open to what farming practices will best deal with the very unique environmental impacts created by farming carnivorous fish in public marine waters. We invite the COABC to take this as the start of what needs to be a continuing discussion with the environmental sector to move to a set of certification standards that deals with the full range of environmental concerns in a way that preserves the long established principles on which organic food production has staked its credibility and integrity.
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